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PREFACE 


A PREFACE can serve a useful function if it makes 
the reading of a book easier by directing initial at- 
tention to salient problems and ideas and by placing 
the author and his work in their “existential” set- 
ting. The general problem of this essay, indicated 
by the title, is involved and complex. Among the 
subsidiary questions which it raises are those about 
the relations of the relative and the absolute in his- 
tory, about the connections between “scientific” or 
objective and religious history, and the perennial 
problem of natural religion and historical faith. The 
first of these groups of questions has caused me the 
greatest concern. We are aware today that all our 
philosophical ideas, religious dogmas and moral 
imperatives are historically conditioned and this 
awareness tempts us to a new agnosticism. I have 
found myself unable to avoid the acceptance of his- 
torical relativism yet I do not believe that the agnos- 
tic consequence is necessary. Such relativism calls 
rather, I believe, for the development of a new type 
of critical idealism which recognizes the social and 
historical character of the mind’s categories and is 
“belieffuUy” reahstic, in Professor TiUich’s mean- 
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ing of that phrase. The problem of reconciling a 
fully independent objective history with a valid re- 
ligious history has also been approached from a 
somewhat Kantian point of view by recognizing 
the difference between pure and practical reason as 
these deal with history. The problem of natural and 
revealed religion, finally, has been dealt with as in- 
volving neither mutually exclusive principles nor 
yet distinct stages in a continuous development but 
rather transformation or conversion, in which the 
later stage is less the product than the transformer 
of the previous stage. It may appear then that I have 
tried to seize both horns of every dilemma with 
which the problem of Christian faith in history con- 
fronted me. But I trust that I have not fallen into 
paradox. 

Among the convictions which in part appear ex- 
plicitly in this study and in part underlie the argu- 
ment even where they do not become explicit, three 
seem to be of fundamental importance, though I 
may presuppose others of which I am less aware. 
The first is the conviction that self-defense is the 
most prevalent source of error in all thinking and 
perhaps especially in theology and ethics. I cannot 
hope to have avoided this error in my effort to state 
Christian ideas in confessional terms only, but I 
have at least tried to guard against it. The second 
idea is that the great source of evil in life is the ab- 
solutizing of the relative, which in Christianity 
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takes the form of substituting religion, revelation, 
church or Christian morahty for God. The third 
conviction, which becomes most exphcit in the lat- 
ter part of this essay but underlies the former part, 
is that Christianity is “permanent revolution” or 
metanoia which does not come to an end in this 
world, this life, or this time. Positively stated these 
three convictions are that man is justified by grace, 
that God is sovereign, and that there is an eternal 
hfe. 

The book as published contains, with some ad- 
ditions and revisions, the Nathanael W. Taylor 
Lectures given in the Divinity School of Yale Uni- 
versity in April, 1940. Lectures on the same sub- 
ject, though with somewhat varying content, were 
given in 1938 and 1939 at Emanuel College in To- 
ronto and at Hebrew Union College in Qncmnati, 
Ohio. To my colleagues in theology at these insti- 
tutions, teachers and students alike, particularly to 
those at Yale, I am deeply indebted for the oppor- 
tunity and challenge they gave me to develop my 
thought on the subject of revelation, for the stimu- 
lation of theological debate and the encouragement 
of fellowship in a common quest. The larger debt 
I owe for whatever ideas in this book may be found 
to be “for God’s greater glory and man’s salvation” 
has been indicated in part in the dedication to two 
great theologians and teachers. If the relation of my 
thought to ^eir teaching is not always obvious to 
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the reader, yet my dependence on them and on 
what I have learned from them is obvious to me. I 
hope it will be somewhat apparent to them. 

Students of theology will recognize that Ernst 
Troeltsch and Karl Barth have also been my teach- 
ers, though only through their writings. These two 
leaders in twentieth century religious thought are 
frequently set in diametrical opposition to each 
other, I have tried to combine their main interests, 
for it appears to me that the critical thought of the 
former and the constructive work of the latter be- 
long together. If I have failed the cause does not lie 
in the impossibility of the task. It is work that needs 
to be done. 

There are, of course, many others— authors, 
teachers, and colleagues— from whom I have re- 
ceived illumination and guidance, the names of 
Henri Bergson, A. E. Taylor, Martin Buber, Emil 
Brunner, Paul Tilhch, Robert L. Calhoun, and of 
my brother Reinhold Niebuhr come immediately 
to mind, there are many others. With gratitude I 
record here my obligation to all these and to those 
non-theological companions who have supported 
me in my work with other gifts and blessings. 

H. Richard Niebuhr 
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CHAPTER I 


THE POINT OF VIEW 


What is the meaning of revelation? The ques- 
tion has been raised many times in the history of 
the Christian church. But its reappearance in con- 
temporaiy theological discussion puzzles many 
men who are accustomed to associate the word 
revelation with ancient quarrels and their fruitless 
issue. They remember particularly the turgid de- 
bate about miracles, prophecy, revelation and rea- 
son in which Deists and Supematuralists engaged 
at the beginning of the eighteenth century. The 
defense of revelation at that time seemed to mean 
social and intellectual conservatism, what was at 
stake in the quarrel was the right of the church, 
clergy, and traditional authority in general to 
exercise their ancient guardianship over society; 
the appeal to revelation seemed simply a defensive 
device. The cause of reason on the other hand was 
espoused by the rebellious and fresh powers of 
democratic, mercantile civilization which used it 

I 
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for the attainment of other victories than those of 
reason. And whatever the fortunes of the contend- 
ing parties in that conflict were, reason and revela- 
tion were sadly damaged. At its close, as at the end 
of every war, victor and vicom were almost in- 
distinguishable. Scepticism, clothed m the episcopal 
vestments Butler gave it, or in the more worldly 
armor Hume supphed, was left in possession of the 
intellectual field. 

Yet reason and faith were far from dead; in a 
little while each recovered some health and in 
chastened mood turned to its own proper task. 
With Kant reason acknowledged, as in the sciences 
it observed, the hmits of its rule; within that domain 
it proceeded to bring order among anarchic ideas, 
to clear paths through the jungles of superstition 
and to mduce many a plot of nature to yield fruit for 
human nourishment. If it did not undertake to de- 
fend religion neither did it regard the destruction of 
faith as its mission. On the other hand faith ac- 
knowledged that the conflict had been an error, its 
fears mistaken. One of the leading champions of 
the cause of revelation, Wilham Law, confessed, 
“I have been twenty years in the dust of debate, 
and I have always found that the more books were 
written in this way of defending the gospel, the 
more I was furnished with new objections to it.” No 
set of scholastic and logical opinions “were of any 
significancy towards making the soul of man either 
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an eternal angel of heaven or an eternal devil of 
hell.” With Wesley, Whitefield, Edwards and then- 
associates, Christianity abandoned the defense of 
revelation as well as the attack on reason, it turned 
rather to its proper work of preaching the gospel, 
of exorcising the demons which inhabit human 
hearts and of guiding souls to fellowship with a 
holy spirit. Problems of relationship between rea- 
son and faith, theology and philosophy, natural 
and religious experience arose occasionally, of 
course, but for a while it seemed that a Platonic 
justice had been established in which each part of 
the Christian soul and each institution in Christian 
society minded its own business and made its con- 
tribution to the whole without lapsing again into 
imperialistic adventures. As for “revelation,” the 
word was used sparingly, however much Scriptures 
and Christian history were employed in the preach- 
ing of the gospel. 

When we recall that quarrel and its conse- 
quences we are tempted to turn away with some 
distaste from a revival of the revelation idea. Does 
not the re-establishment of a theology of revela- 
tion mean the renewal of a fruitless warfare be- 
tween faith and reason? Is it not the sign of a 
retreat to old entrenchments in which only those 
veterans of a lost cause, the fundamentalists, are 
interested? To speak of revelation now seems to 
imply a reversal of the enlightenment in religious 
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thought Avhich began when Schleiermacher asked 
and answered his rhetorical question to the cul- 
tured despisers of faith: “Do you say that you can- 
not away with miracles, revelation, inspiration? 
You are right; the time for fairy tales is past.” Such 
a reversal appears to be as impossible as it is un- 
desirable. The work of a hundred and fifty years in 
theology cannot be ignored; the methods and the 
fruits of Biblical and historical criticism as well as 
of natural and social science cannot be so eliminated 
from men’s minds as to allow them to recover the 
same attitude toward Scriptures which their seven- 
teenth-century forbears had. We may admire the 
simplicity and directness with which these an- 
swered the question about the meaning of revela- 
tion by pointing to the Scriptures and may be ready 
to concede that there was a wisdom in this sim- 
plicity which is lacking in our comphcated and 
analytical scholarship. Nevertheless it is evident 
that we cannot achieve their innocence of vision 
by wishing for it. When we reflect on these things 
it appears to us that the revival of revelation theol- 
ogy is not so much reactionary as fanciful. It seems 
to be part of the general flight of a troubled genera- 
tion to fairy-tales and to historical romances. As 
Roman Catholic imagination flees out of the twen- 
tieth century into a fabulous thirteenth, so an 
atavistic Protestantism shuns the ardors of adven- 
ture with the social gospel, flees from the problems 
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which historical and psychological criticism have 
posed for faith and out of dreamy stuff reconstructs 
a lost Atlantis of early Protestant thought. In any 
case, whether it be reactionary or fancifully anti- 
quarian, revelation theology seems irrelevant to 
many modern Christians. 

Closer acquaintance, however, with the thought 
about revelation which is developing in our time 
does not permit such an interpretation to stand long. 
If this theology intends reaction it does so in the 
manner of a revolutionary movement. No great 
change in political or economic life has ever taken 
place without a recollection of the past; no new 
freedom has ever been won without appeal to an 
old freedom, nor any right established save as an 
ancient right denied by intervening tyranny. 
Changes in religious and moral thought also begin 
with the remembrance of something superficially 
forgotten, yet real in a transcendent or social mind. 
In the sense in which a Socrates, calling on Greek 
youth to remember, or prophets, reminding Israel 
of a neglected loyalty, or Reformers, returning to 
the fountains of Christian inspiration, were reac- 
tionary— in that sense the new theology of revela- 
tion may be reactionary too. But such reaction is the 
antithesis of a conservatism that seeks to maintain 
the customs established in a present time. The 
search in common memory for the great principles 
which lie back of accustomed ways and of which 
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these are perversions as well as illustrations can be 
a very radical and pregnant thing. 

Something of the same sort appears to be true 
with respect to the reputed antiquarianism of the 
theology of revelation. It returns, to be sure, to 
Paul, Augustine, Luther and Calvin for mstruction 
in Christian faith and there are among its followers 
u nim aginative authoritarians who seem content to 
repeat the afErmations of these older theologians 
or to make ancient thought the exclusive object of 
study. But this does not appear to be the purpose 
of the leaders of revelation theology. They do not 
seek so much to understand the great teachers of 
the past as to understand the reality toward which 
these directed their attention; the questions which 
they put to Paul and Calvin are questions which 
arise out of the experience and the dilemmas of 
modem Christians, and the answers older theolo- 
gians give are not uncritically accepted, however 
great the filial piety of the disciples. The revival of 
revelation theology is not due to a conscious effort 
to repristinate ancient ways of thought but to the 
emergence in our time of a problem similar to that 
with which the classic theologians dealt. 

The problem and the dilemma have been set by 
historical relativism. What has made the question 
about revelation a contemporary and pressing ques- 
tion for Christians is the realization that the point 
of view which a man occupies in regarding religious 
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as well as any other sort of reality is of profound 
importance. This is doubtless an old conviction but 
. . has been refreshed and given a new relevance by 
modern experience, especially by historical criti- 
cism and the self-criticism of theology. 

I. Historical Relativism and Revelation 

No other, influence has affected twentieth cen- 
tury thought more deeply than the discovery of 
spatial and temporal relativity. The understanding 
that the spatio-temporal point of view of an ob- 
server enters into his knowledge of reality, so that 
no umversal knowledge of things as they are in 
themselves is possible, so that all knowledge is con- 
ditioned by the standpoint of the knower, plays the 
same role in our thinkmg that the idealistic dis- 
coveries of the seventeenth and eighteenth cen- 
turies and the evolutionary discovery of the nine- 
teenth played in the thought of earlier generations. 
That this is true in natural science, particularly in 
physics, is generally acknowledged; but the phys- 
icist’s theory of relativity is only one special in- 
stance of a far wider and perhaps more important 
phenomenon, just as Darwin’s special theory of 
biological evolution was an application and devel- 
opment in a restricted sphere of an idea which 
had an earlier origin and far wider relevance. 
Theology at all events is concerned with the prin- 
ciple of relativity as this has been demonstrated by 
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history and sociology rather than by physics, and 
if It is developing into a relativistic theology this 
is the result not of an effort on its part to keep up 
with natural science or with the popular linguistic 
fashions of the day but rather of an attempt to 
adjust Itself to a new self-knowledge. 

Earher idealism, whose critique of religious 
thought Schleiermacher found himself forced to 
accept, convinced theology that it could not de- 
scribe Its object directly as though either reason or 
the Scriptures gave immediate access to divine be- 
ing, it could only inquire into the reality pre- 
sented in the complex of psychological experience. 
Such self-knowledge led theology to adopt the 
empirical method in its dual form of critical ideal- 
ism and critical realism Theology needed to con- 
fess Its limitations; it could not describe God as he 
IS in himself but only God in human experience, 
yet It was able to work within those limits with an 
effectiveness greater if anything than it had pos- 
sessed before. As a critical theology it could make 
its careful distinctions between essential and non- 
essential elements m religious experience, eliminate 
from consideration all that was purely private ana 
momentary, and furnish to religious life some un- 
derstanding of itself as well as principles for the 
guidance of experience and the elimination of error. 
At the same time it was found that empirical theol- 
ogy left as much room for faith as rationalistic 
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theology— in both its naturalistic and supernatural- 
istic forms— had done, while the necessity of faith 
was no less nor greater than before. 

The imperative, “Know thyself,” is never com- 
pletely obeyed, but our hesitant compliances do 
lead to ever new understandings of the limitations 
as well as of the possibilines of the mind. History 
and sociology have continued the human self- 
criticism which psychology began. They have 
taught us that we are not only beings whose intel- 
ligence is conditioned by sensation, interest and 
feeling and whose limited categories of understand- 
ing give limited form and structure to sense-ex- 
perience, but that we are also beings whose con- 
cepts are something less than the categories of a 
universal reason. Critical idealists and realists knew 
themselves to be human selves with a specific psy- 
chological and logical equipment, their successors 
know themselves to be social human beings whose 
reason is not a common reason, alike in all human 
selves, but one which is qualified by inheritance 
from a particular society. They know that they are 
historical selves whose metaphysics, logic, ethics 
and theology, like their economics, politics and 
rhetoric are limited, moving and changing in time. 
This self-knowledge has not come easily to us, we 
have resisted it and continue to avoid it when we 
can, but the cumulative evidence of history and 
sociology continue to impress upon us, against our 
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desire, the conviction that our reason is not only 
in space-tune but that tune-space is in our reason. 
The patterns and models we employ to understand 
the historical world may have had a heavenly origin, 
but as we know and use them they are, like our- 
selves, creatures of history and time, though we 
direct our thought to eternal and transcendent be- 
ings, It IS not eternal and transcendent, though we 
regard the universal, the image of the universal in 
our mind is not a universal image. 

How true this is, in such areas of inquiry as 
economics and politics, historical criticism has 
taught all but the most dogmatic devotees of doc- 
trine to recognize. Great phrases such as “the nat- 
ural rights of men,” “the natural order,” “the sys- 
tem of natural liberty,” “the divine right of kings,” 
“the law of supply and demand,” and “the iron 
law of wages,” with which rationalism in politics 
and economics operated, now appear to us to be 
neither intuitions of a pure reason, nor deductions 
from absolute premises, nor inductions from uni- 
versal experience, but rather intuitions of histor- 
ically conditioned and temporal reasons, or deduc- 
tions from relative premises, or inductions from 
limited historical and social experience. Doubtless 
they refer to objective relations; doubtless too they 
were and largely remain useful instruments for the 
analysis of actual relations betu'een men; but we 
discern in all such formulations elements which are 
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thoroughly relative to historical background, to a 
will to believe, and to the specific interests of cer- 
tain social groups. 

What is true of the much abused sciences of eco- 
nomic and pohtical life is no less true of those types 
of thought which have acquired a certain specious 
sanctity from their association with the temples in 
which men worship and with the separated, philo- 
sophic life. We note thaf relativism appears in 
ethics as it does in politics— not only the psycholog- 
ical relativism with which the great schools of ra- 
tional morality have always tried to come to grips 
but the historical relativism to which these schools 
are themselves subject. The great conception of 
duty which Kant discovered as the rational essence 
of universal moral experience appears to the his- 
torical view to be essence only of any practical rea- 
son which has been educated, as Kant’s had been, 
in a society in which the Judaic-Christian tradition 
is predominant. We need not doubt that the cate- 
gorical imperative contains a universal meaning but 
Kant’s formulations of it are historically relative 
and when we, in our later historical period, attempt 
to reformulate the Kantian thought we also do so 
as historically conditioned thinkers who cannot 
describe the universal save from a relative point 
of view. If Kant’s ethics must be historically under- 
stood, no less must the Utilitarianism of Bentham 
and John Stuart Mill be interpreted against the 



12 THE MEANING OF REVELATION 

background of English social history. Though 
Bentham begins with an experience so universally 
human as pleasure, the place he assigns to this good, 
the way in which he develops his hedonic calculus, 
the manner in which he makes this ethics a basis 
for law-making, are all evidently dependent on the 
relative situation of an eighteenth century British 
reason. In like manner Epicurean hedonism is 
Hellenistic, being in many ways more akin to its 
Stoic opponent in history than to its Utilitarian 
successor, as the latter is more closely related to the 
idealism of its day than to the hedonisms of other 
times. So also the social and historical sources of 
Plato’s, Aristotle’s and Spinoza’s ethics are not less 
important than those of the customary moralities 
of non-literary peoples. Many philosophers still 
seek to avoid such knowledge of themselves and 
their enterprise; they may employ the historical or 
the psychological method when they criticize op- 
posing systems of thought but wish to except their 
own ideas from the rule of historical relativity. To 
the rest of us, however, their abstractions arc unin- 
telligible save as we consciously or unconsciously 
share their historical and social point of view. 

Metaphysics, and doubtless logic and epistemol- 
ogy, are as historical as ethics. In every field of 
philosophical enquiry the historical approach has 
established itself. Its employment means that men 
realize that they cannot understand what others are 
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trying to communicate by words and signs unless 
they try first of all to occupy the same standpoint, 
to look in the same direction and to use the same in- 
struments of measurement and analysis, subject to 
the same conditions, as those which the original 
observer occupies, regards and uses. Locke and 
the empiricists in general understood that experi- 
ence provided the limits within which reason must 
work, but we are required in our time to recognize 
the further fact that the reason which operates in 
this restricted field is itself limited by its historical 
and social character. 

It is not enough to say that men live in time and 
must conceive all things as temporal and historical. 
Doubtless it is true that all reality has become tem- 
poral for us. But our historical relativism affirms 
the historicity of the subject even more than that 
of the object; man, it points out, is not only in 
time but time is in man. Moreover and more sig- 
nificantly, the time that is in man is not abstract 
but particular and concrete; it is not a general cate- 
gory of time but rather the time of a definite society 
with distinct language, economic and political re- 
lations, religious faith and social organization. How 
such particular historical time works in man has 
been indicated more precisely in connection with 
economic history than with any other. The hypo- 
thesis of Marx and Engels in its extremer form is 
overstated but its critical application by careful 
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scholars to social history has yielded results which 
no one who takes human self-knowledge seriously 
can easily discount. The point of such Marxian 
analysis is that men are deeply influenced in all 
their thinking and actmg, not simply by the fact 
that they are economic men with the common hu- 
man desire for temporal goods, but rather men liv- 
ing amid certain, defimte economic relations, who 
think as pastoral, agricultural, industrial, or bour- 
geois men. In similar fashion the philosophy and 
sociology of language indicate how time is in man. 
They are beginning to make clear what has been 
known in part since the ways of right thought were 
called logical— that word and idea are inseparable, 
that language conditions thought. But language is 
always particular and historical, never general and 
static. Without a universal language there can be 
no universal thought, though every particular lan- 
guage expresses ideas about umversals. 

Theologians have probably been reminded even 
more frequently and effecuvely than economists, 
political scientists and philosophers, of the relativity 
of their point of view. If they were Biblical theolo- 
gians, who made the Bible not only the object of 
their inquiry but also sought to take the Biblical 
standpoint, they discovered that the latter was his- 
torically and socially conditioned. They found that 
an interpretation of the words of Jesus made from 
the historical standpoint of nineteenth century 
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liberal thought could not be fair to the content of 
his message, but to take their standpoint in the first 
century and to think with Jesus was to think also 
as historically conditioned beings with Rabbimc, 
prophetic and apocalyptic ideas in mind. If the 
theologian was a rationalist, relying on the dogmas 
of common sense, he learned that the latter is ex- 
actly what the phrase mdicates— the sense of a 
community— and that every community is a par- 
ticular thing, the product of its own past and the 
possessor of a limited culture. Just as the great 
truths of political and economic rationalism are now 
recognized to be infected with historicity and rela- 
tivity so the great innate ideas of religious rational- 
ism are known to be innate in men of a certain his- 
torical culture rather than in men in general. It 
was said of a German philosopher of religion that 
he regarded as innate truths of reason all the ideas 
he had learned before he was five years old; the 
statement is more or less applicable to all men. 
Rationalism always works with ideas that it takes 
for granted, but what is granted to it comes through 
an historical medium. If the theologian was an 
empiricist who used a particular scheme of cate- 
gories or a particular value-scale for the analysis 
of religious experience, as a scientist uses mathemat- 
ics, he was reminded that categorical schemes and 
value-scales have a history, as mathematical systems 
have, or that they are dependent on intuitions which 
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are those of historical, temporal men. Whether 
they are also the schemes and scales of a universal 
reason cannot be determined by reference to their 
apparent innateness, clarity or inescapability, since 
the ideas commonly accepted in a society always 
appear to its members to be self-evident and inevit- 
able. Finally, the creedal theologians, who began 
with the dogmas of the church, found themselves 
in hke condemnation with their fellows, since the 
historical origin of the creeds and the historical 
background of the creeds’ interpreters could not be 
ignored. There does not seem then to be any appar- 
ent possibility of escape from the dilemma of his- 
torical relativism for any type of theology. The 
historical point of view of the observer must be 
taken into consideration in every case since no 
observer can get out of history into a realm beyond 
time-space; if reason is to operate at all it must be 
content to work as an historical reason. 

In this situation many old and new temptations 
arise. As reason confined to experience seemed to 
lose all confidence in itself with Hume, so a scep- 
tical historical relativism today proclaims the un- 
reliability of all thought conditioned by historical 
and social background. On the other hand, as sub- 
jective idealism sought to overcome the limitations 
which empiricism had brought to light by exalting 
the subjective as alone real, so national, racial and 
ecclesiastical relativism proclaims that only the 
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thought and experience of a particular historical 
group IS true and dependable. Our social sohpsism 
—expressed in practice even more than in theory— 
is the modern counterpart of individualistic sub- 
jectivism. With these dangers confronting thought, 
It is not strange that men today seek to avoid the 
problem by damning historical relativism itself as 
an aberration. In the earher period, however, de- 
spite the flamboyancy of sceptical despair and the 
imperial exuberance of subjectivism, the work of 
reason was carried on by those refused to retreat 
to pre-empirical positions while yielding neither to 
the temptation of rational suicide in scepticism or 
of egoistic totalitarianism. Critical philosophy and 
critical theology accepted the limitations imposed 
on the rational subject by a new self-knowledge 
and undertook the apparently humble task of criti- 
cizing, interpreting and guiding experience with 
the aid of limited principles. So in our time the 
recognition of reason’s historical limitations can 
be for theology in particular, as for the social sci- 
ences in general, the prelude to faithful critical 
work in history and in historically apprehended 
experience. 

A critical historical theology cannot, to be sure, 
prescribe what form religious life must take in all 
places and all times beyond the limits of its own 
historical system. But it can seek within the history 
of which it is a part for an intelligible pattern; it can 
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undertake to analyze the reason which is in that 
history and to assist those who participate in this 
historical life to disregard in their thinking and 
practice all that is secondary and not in conformity 
with the central ideas and patterns of the historical 
movement. Such theology can attempt to state the 
grammar, not of a universal religious language, but 
of a particular language, in order that those who 
use it may be kept in true communication with 
each other and with the realities to which the lan- 
guage refers. It may try to develop a method ap- 
plicable not to all religions but to the particular 
faith to which its historical point of view is relevant. 
Such theology in the Christian church cannot, it is 
evident, be an offensive or defensive enterprise 
which undertakes to prove the superiority of Chris- 
tian faith to all other faiths, but it can be a confes- 
sional theology which carries on the work of self- 
criticism and self-knowledge in the church. 

More than this is required of and possible to a 
theology of historical relativism. Relativism does 
not imply subjectivism and scepticism. It is not 
evident that the man who is forced to confess that 
his view of things is conditioned by the standpoint 
he occupies must doubt the reality of what he sees. 
It is not apparent that one who knows that his con- 
cepts are not universal must also doubt that they are 
concepts of the universal, or that one who under- 
stands how all his experience is historically me- 
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dialed must believe that nothing is mediated through 
history. The recognition of man’s natural equality 
m the eighteenth century was not the recognition 
of an untruth because the way in which relations 
between men were apprehended and expressed was 
relative to the historical standpoint of the time. 
So long as we occupy the same general standpoint, 
that IS so long as we participate in the same his- 
torical process in which the early democrats par- 
ticipated, we shall be able to look at the same aspect 
of the universal which they saw and to conceive 
and express what we see m terms something like 
their own. It is not fihal piety which convinces us 
of the truth of their statement and it is not superior 
intelligence which convinces racialists of Our time 
that natural equality is a myth Conviction of the 
truth in the idea of human equality grows out of 
a communication with reality as it is visible from 
the point of view of our common social history. 
It is true that we cannot see this relation between 
men if we take the standpoint of ancient Greek 
civilization or that of modern racialism, from such 
points of view we shall see only dilferences and 
inequalities; but what we see from the democratic 
point of view is really there, even though all men 
do not see it and even though our way of expressing 
it is not a universal way. 

The acceptance of the reality of what we see in 
psychological and historically conditioned experi- 
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ence is always something of an act of faith; but such 
faith is inevitable and justifies itself or is justified 
by its fruits. A critical idealism is always accom- 
panied, openly or disguisedly, by a critical realism 
which accepts on faith the independent reality of 
what is mediated through sense, though it discrim- 
inates between uninterpretcd and unintelligible 
impressions and verifiable, constant, intelligible 
content. As an empirical science operates with 
animal faith in the reality of the objects which it 
searches out and mates its doubts of impressionistic 
experience with confidence in the objectivity of 
experience’s core, so an historical relativism can and 
must proceed with faith in the midst of all its crit- 
icism of historical subjects and objects mediated 
through history. If we are confined by our situa- 
tion to the knowledge of God which is possible to 
those who live in Christian history we are not 
thereby confined to a knowledge of Christian his- 
tory but in faith can think with Christianity about 
God, and in Christianity have experience of the 
being who is the beginning and the end of this 
historic faith. 

Furthermore historic faith, directed toward a 
reality which appears in our history and which is 
apprehended by historic beings, is not private and 
subjective, without possibility of verification. To 
be in history is to be in society, though in a particu- 
lar society. Every view of the universal from the 
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finite standpoint of the individual in such a society 
IS subject to the test of experience on the part of 
companions who look from the same standpoint 
in the same direction as well as to the test of con- 
sistency WTth the principles and concepts that have 
grown out of past experience in the same com- 
munity’'. A theology’ which undertakes the limited 
work of understanding and criticizing within Chris- 
tian history’ the thought and action of the church 
is also a theology which is dependent on the church 
for the constant test of its critical work. Being in 
social history it cannot be a personal and private 
theology nor can it live m some non-churchly 
sphere of pohtical or cultural history; its home is 
the church; its language is the langu^e of the 
church, and yy’ith the church it is directed toward 
the universal from which the church knows itself 
to derive its being and to which it points in all its 
faith and works. 

Finally, historical relativism also means relevance 
to histor}’. Empiricism hmited reason to experience 
but it also showed the relevance of reason to ex- 
perience and led to the rationalization of experi- 
ence. So historical relativism, acknowledging the 
limitation of religious reason to history, can cherish 
the hope that work in the limited sphere may issue 
in better intellectual and practical organization of 
the historical, social life of Christianity. 

Theology, then, must begin m Christian history 
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and with Christian history because it has no other 
choice, in this sense it is forced to begin with reve- 
lation, meaning by that word simply historic faith. 
But such a limited beginning is a true beginning and 
not the end of mquiry, it is a point of view and not 
the eclipse of a once illummated scene. W^hen a 
theology that has been convinced of its historical 
relativism speaks of revelation it means not only 
that in religion, as in other affairs, men are his- 
torically conditioned but also that to the limited 
point of view of histone Christian faith a reality 
discloses Itself which invites all the trust and devo- 
tion of finite, temporal men. Such a theology of 
revelation is objectively relativistic, proceeding 
with confidence in the independent reality of what 
IS seen, though recognizing that its assertions about 
that reality are meaningful only to those who look 
upon it from the same standpoint. 

This is the first reason why the question about 
the meaning of revelation has become important in 
our time. To speak of revelation now is not to re- 
treat to modes of thought established in earlier 
generations but to endeavor to deal faithfully with 
the problem set for Christians in our time by the 
knowledge of our historical relativity. 

II. Religiozis Relativism and Revelation 

Another and more ancient dilemma forces mod- 
em theology to begin^jyiA revelation. Briefly 
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Stated it is this, that one can speak and think 
significantly about God only from the point of 
view of faith in him. Knowledge of this second 
hmitation of theological reason doubtless goes very 
far back into Christian and Jewish history, but we 
need remind ourselves only of the more recent 
recognitions of its actuahty and of the way in which 
theological self-criticism has enforced the convic- 
tion in modern times. 

At the beginning of the modem era Luther 
vigorously and repeatedly affirmed that God and 
faith belonged together so that all statements about 
God which are made from some other point of 
view than that of faith m him are not really state- 
ments about him at all. “What does it mean to have 
a god,” he asked, “or what is God^” And the an- 
swer was that “trust and faith of the heart alone 
make both God and idol. . . . For the two, faith 
and God, hold close together. Whatever then thy 
heart clings to . . . and relies upon, that is prop- 
erly thy god.” The great empirical theology of the 
nineteenth century was at least partly based on the 
renewal of this understanding. Both Schleiermacher 
and Ritschl owed no small part of their success to 
their observance of the limitation of theology to 
the point of view of faith in the God of Jesus Christ. 
The former saw that the God whom theology could 
describe in its very inadequate fashion was a being 
who was the counterpart of that subjective trust 
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which he defined as the feeling of absolute de- 
pendence and never a being who could be mated 
with feelings of relative dependence and relative 
freedom. It was Schleiermacher’s knowledge of 
the inseparability of God and faith quite as much 
as his idealism which led him to reject the specula- 
tive method in theology and to approach his sub- 
ject through the pious feelmgs of the rehgious man. 
It is necessaiy, he contended, to keep the feeling 
of absolute dependence and God together because 
otherwise one will speak about the world instead 
of about God. We may paraphrase him in this 
fashion: the being we talk about in Christiamty is, 
whatever else he is, a value and absolute value, that 
is a being on whom the self feels wholly dependent 
for any worth as well as any existence it possesses. 
Now we cannot begin to speak about a being who 
is absolute value by talking first of all about some 
being which has no value or which is dependent 
on us for its value. Schleiermacher refrained from 
making the apologetic statement that we are never 
bare of some sense of personal value-relation so 
that when we speak about something on which we 
are not absolutely dependent we necessarily speak 
of something that is partly dependent on us. He 
recognized the fact but confined himself to faith; 
it was not the business of theology to transcend its 
limits as a theology of faith. It had enough to do 
in this area; God and faith belong together. “There 
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are many,” wrote he, “who, confident of the fact 
that they possess an origmal idea of God, wholly 
independent of all feeling, reject the feehng of 
absolute dependence as something almost sub- 
human. Our statement does not wish to challenge 
such an origmal knowledge of God but only set it 
aside as something wfith which we can have nothing 
to do m Christian theology since e\udently it has 
no immediate connection with piety.” 

Ritschl carried on this relational value-theology 
in a form which has become very familiar. His 
treatment was based on the recognition that Chris- 
tian affirmations about God, sin. Christ, salvation, 
etc , are meaningful only in a Christian context, 
or— to state the idea m the broader way in which 
he put it— religious judgments are value-judgments 
which report not simply e.xperience but value-ex- 
perience in which there has been a response of the 
whole feeling, willing, desiring person. When a 
Christian savs “God” he does not mean that a being 
exists who is the beginning of the solar system or 
of the cosmos, or the great mathematician who 
figured out a world in which mathematicians can 
take delight. What he means, what he points to 
with the word “God,” is a being infinitely attrac- 
tive, which by its very nature calls forth devotion, 
joy and trust. This God is always “my God,” “our 
Good,” “our beginning” and “our end.” To speak 
about God otherwise, in the first place at least, 



26 THE MEANING OF REVELATION 

would be like speaking about beauty in a picture 
to which one did not respond with dehght, as 
though color and texture and balance, just as they 
are in themselves or impersonally considered, were 
beauty. Ritschl’s insistence on the valuational char- 
acter of Christian concepts and judgments helped 
to clear up many confused and confusing points in 
Christian thought. It indicated why the intellect- 
uahstic approach in theology always remained re- 
ligiously unsatisfactory, why it led away from the 
religious community, why it tended to bring forth 
neither prayer nor repentance, neither adoration 
nor reformation. He helped also by means of this 
approach, as Schleiermacher had done before him, 
to clear up the discrepancies between religious and 
non-rehgious views of the same event. As Schleier- 
macher had pointed out, “the strange question 
whether the same statement can be true in philos- 
ophy and untrue in theology, or vice versa, can 
no longer arise for the reason that the statement 
as it occurs in the one can find no place in the 
other and, alike as they may sound, their differ- 
ence must always be presupposed.” The renewal 
of the faith method in theology had other im- 
portant consequences: it gave impetus to the his- 
torical examination of Christian faith, since scholar- 
ship was encouraged to seek the bases of that faith 
in Christian life itself rather than in idealistic or 
other philosophic dogma; it re-enforced the inter- 
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est of Christians in the historic Jesus and in his 
religious faith, it provided strength for the grow- 
ing social gospel and invigorated the moral life of 
the church. The fruits which this faith-theology 
produced gave some evidence of the correctness 
of its method. 

But if the test of a method is to be found in its 
results then the empirical faith-theology of Schlei- 
ermacher and Ritschl must not only be praised 
for its good consequences but blamed for the mis- 
conceptions to which it gave rise and which re- 
vealed their fallaciousness in the experience of the 
church- Today an ungrateful generation of theolo- 
gians, owing far more to its predecessors than it 
acknowledges, delights in pointing out the evil 
which lives after Schleiermacher while it inters his 
good with his bones. Yet there is justice in its crit- 
icism, however unjust its pride, for Schleiermacher 
apparently was betrayed into an inconsistency in 
his method which brought fateful consequences 
with it. Though he acknowledged the togetherness 
of God and the feeling of absolute dependence so 
that one could not speak of the former save from 
the point of view of the latter yet he did not really 
take this standpoint in his theology but made the 
feeling of absolute dependence his object, so direct- 
ing the attention of faith toward itself rather than 
toward God. Schleiermacher, indeed, was far less 
subjectivistic than many of his followers who used 
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the sin of the father as an occasion for committing 
sins of their own. Nevertheless his faith-theology 
became a “faithology” or a “religionology” which 
turned attention away from God to religious feel- 
ings and tended to make the religious consciousness 
the object of confidence. The temptation is one to 
which all Protestant theology since the time of 
Luther has been subject. In Lutheranism the subjec- 
tivistic inversion manifested itself in the tendency 
to ascribe saving power to faith itself rather than 
to the God of faith and in Schleiermacher’s suc- 
cessors it appeared in the ascription to religion of all 
the attributes which religion itself would ascribe 
to God. Religion became for them the enhancer 
of life, the creator of spiritual and social energy, 
the redeemer of man from evil, the builder of the 
beloved community, the integrator of the great 
spiritual values; the God of religion, however, came 
to be a necessary auxiliary, though it could be ques- 
tioned whether a real God was necessary to religion 
or only a vivid idea of God. The term “religionist” 
which has been invented in modern times applies 
aptly to those who follow the tendency inaugu- 
rated in part by Schleiermacher, for religion is the 
object of concern and the source of strength for 
them rather than the God whom an active faith 
regards as alone worthy of supreme devotion. 
This tendency in religion is the counterpart of the 
inversions which take place in other areas in which 
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value-relations are made ultimate values, so aesthet- 
icism values aesthetic feelings rather than beau- 
tiful objects and moralism makes virtue in the self 
rather than the good toward which a virtuous life 
is directed the object of its concern. 

Ritschl’s theology of faith went astray at a 
slightly different pomt than Schleiermacher’s and 
became mconsistent in more explicit fashion. After 
all his insistence that “one can recognize and under- 
stand God, sin, conversion, eternal life in a Chris- 
tian sense only insofar as one consciously and 
purposefully counts oneself a member of the com- 
munity which Christ founded,” and in spite of his 
criticism of traditional theological method as in- 
consistent because it jumped from a standpoint out- 
side of Christianity to a standpoint in Christianity, 
from natural theology to revelation, without 
iwarcness of the leap, ^tschl also began to analyze 
God’s nature simply from the pomt of view of a 
member of the human commumty confronting 
nature. Havmg said that Christian judgments are 
value-judgments he proceeded to set forth a value- 
scale which was not that of Christian faith, for 
which God is the highest value and could not be 
God were he not absolute in worth, but was rather 
the value-scale of civilized man. His value-standard 
is well known: “The religious view of things rests 
on the fact that man distinguishes himself in worth 
from the phenomena around him”; “in every re- 
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ligion what is sought with the help of superhuman, 
spiritual power, reverenced by man, is a solution 
of the contradiction in which man finds himself as 
both a part of nature and a spiritual personality 
claiming to dominate nature.” Having said orig- 
inally that God, as known in Christianity, can only 
be spoken of as he appears to one who responds 
to him with feeling and will, he now posits a human 
will and desire directed not toward God but to- 
ward the maintenance of man’s superiority over 
nature, so he interprets the value of God to man 
through man’s evaluation of himself as this appears 
in his self -comparison not with God but with na- 
ture. Ritschl did not do what many value-theorists 
do— abstract the concept of value from the relation 
of man to other persons or things in which desiring 
man finds value or disvalue. But having said that the 
relation of man to God is a value-relation he posited 
a prior value-relation— man in opposition to na- 
ture, In relation to nature man values himself, he 
can without too much difficulty regard himself as 
the crown of natural development; he values nature 
as that which serves his own worth, it is instru- 
mental to him, it is something he dominates. So 
Ritschl approached God not from the point of 
view of Christian faith which values God as in- 
finitely superior to man and the source of whatever 
real value man himself has, but rather from the 
standpoint of man’s confidence in his own worth 
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as superior to nature. Hence the deity Ritschl 
began to speak of was again not the God of Chns- 
uan faith but the being or beings which support 
man’s confidence m himself as a supematuri be- 
ing. This deity was an mstrument, not an end; it 
was the counterpart of man’s sense of freedom 
not of his sense of absolute dependence; it was the 
reahty— whatever it might be— which supported 
man’s sense of his own intrinsic value. Such faith 
was directed not toward the God of Christianity 
but “toward the supernatural independence of the 
spirit in all its relations to the world of nature and 
to society.” 

The sources of Ritschl’s value-scale can be traced 
back infinitely far into history. Greeks, in their 
classic no less than in their Sophistic thought, made 
man the measure of all things and always used the 
value-scale derived from a comparison of man 
with so-called lower animals for the measurement 
of all other relations. In Ritschl’s case the imme- 
diate historical source was evidently Kantian phi- 
losophy. But it is unnecessary as well as unavailing 
for theology to make Greek thought or philosophy 
its constant scapegoat. The inversion of faith 
whereby man puts himself into the center, con- 
structs an anthropocentric universe and makes con- 
fidence in his own value rather than faith in God 
his beginning has occurred over and over again in 
the past and will doubtless occur many times in the 
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future. It is often accomplished with the aid of 
philosophy but it can be accomplished with the 
help- of Scriptures, as when in interpreting the 
account of creation in Genesis man’s dominion over 
nature is put prior to his dependence on the Crea- 
tor. It can be accomplished with the aid of some 
revealed law or gospel; occasions differ but the 
tendency is universal. What led Ritschl to his de- 
parture from his professed standpoint of Christian 
faith in God and so to inconsistency in his theology 
and the misdirection of Christian life was, as the 
context of his argument indicates, a desire to justify 
Christianity as the best religion. Schleiermacher’s 
inversion also seems to have been largely due to 
his desire to defend religion as an important element 
in human spiritual hfe. Ritschl, at all events, though 
he began with the endeavor to help Christians be- 
come good Christians and the church a good church 
allowed himself to be diverted toward the wholly 
different effort to prove that Christians, as Chris- 
tians, were somehow better than other men and 
that Christianity was the best religion. This he 
could not do save by reference to some element 
which Christianity seemed to have in common with 
other faiths and in which it excelled; so he dropped 
the standpoint of Christian faith which makes the 
God of Jesus Christ the measure of all things and 
took up the standpoint of faith in man as a being 
superior to nature; in this faith man is the measure 
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of all things. It was defensiveness and the desire to 
prove the worth of Christianity otherwise than this 
might be proved or disproved by the fruits of Chris- 
tian faith that tempted Ritschl to rehnquish the 
standpoint of faith in God and to accept the point 
of view of pagan confidence in man. 

The consequences of the Ritschlian aberration 
are well known, though agam it is with doubtful 
right that theological children blame their fathers 
for having eaten sour grapes. Ritschl with his double 
point of view saw double. Chnstiamty was for him 
not a circle centering in God but an ellipse with 
two foci— God before whom man is a forgiven 
sinner, who is for man the beginning of all things, 
and man who, confronting nature, regards hims elf 
as beginning and end in a kingdom of ends. For 
Ritschl’s successors Christianity often became an 
affair of two exclusive circles, one of religion so- 
called and one of so-called ethics; and sometimes it 
became a single circle centering in man’s spiritual 
personality, God or an idea of God being some- 
where at the circumference. What was worse than 
the confusion this brought to theology was the un- 
certainty it imported into the church which was 
placed in the strange dilemma of becomii^ either 
a kind of special institution for the cultivation of 
religious sensibilities or an ethical culture society 
for the promotion of man’s dominion over nature, 
human and otherwise. 
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Schleiermacher and Ritschl cannot be blamed, of 
course, for all the consequences which have fol- 
lowed from the inconsistencies of their faith-the- 
ologies. In part they were but representative men 
who illustrated in their theories tendencies which 
were more pronounced in the actual life of the 
church than in the theories. Moreover Christianity 
seized on the opportunities offered by the leaders 
of thought to abandon the standpoint of Christian 
faith and to take up another point of view. Chris- 
tians were tempted in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, perhaps more than in most previous times, 
to consider themselves first of all as members of 
national and cultural societies rather than of the 
church and to turn Christian faith into an auxiliary 
of civilization. But the temptation and the tendency 
to anthropocentrism are universal and one may be 
very sure that any new theology— the theology of 
revelation for instance— will be subject to the same 
perversion and will not fail to offer opportunines 
for it. For faith in the God of Jesus Christ is a rare 
thing and faith in idols tends forever to disguise 
itself as Christian trust. 

Our present concern, however, is not with the 
religious and moral consequences but with the 
theological aspects of this situation. Consistency in 
theology is certainly an ideal to be espoused, what- 
ever difficulties may stand in the way of its realiza- 
tion, and consistency here as in every rational in- 
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quiry means adherence to a single point of view. 
Furthermore, theology has been taught by many 
sad experiences that the only point of view from 
which the God of Christian faith may be under- 
stood IS that of Christian faith itself. The situation 
IS not a strange one in human knowledge. The sci- 
ences of nature have learned that if they are to 
proceed w'ith their proper work it is necessary for 
them to be smgle-mmded, directing their attention 
to their objects, developing methods corresponding 
to those objects, and not diverting attention from 
nature to super-nature or changing their standpoint 
from single-minded observation to the interested- 
ness of men concerned about the value of science 
itself or about the victory of some proletarian, 
democratic or religious cause. A theology which 
abandons the point of view of faith in God does not 
do so, as the examples of Schleiermacher and 
Ritschl indicate, because that point of view is too 
interested but because it does not permit theology 
to follow another interest— the defense of the value 
of Christianity itself or of religion or of civiliza- 
tion or of man. Whatever be the case in other 
human inquiries there is no such thing as disinter- 
estedness in theology, since one cannot speak of 
God and gods at all save as valued beings or as 
values which cannot be apprehended save by a will- 
ing, feeling, responding self. Theology may try to 
maintain the standpoint of Christian faith, diat is 
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of an interest directed as exclusively as possible to 
the God of Christian faith; or it may take the posi- 
aon of faith in some other being, that is of an mter- 
est directed more or less exclusively toward reh- 
gion, or toward the moral consciousness, or toward 
man’s own worth, or toward civilization. When it 
follows one of these latter interests it does not be- 
come more d is interested and objective than when it 
takes the point of view of Christian faith; it simply 
becomes primarily interested in something that 
faith in God must regard as too narrow and finite to 
be a substitute for the Father of Jesus Christ. And 
when such theology turns to the latter bemg from 
the point of view of its dominant faith in another 
'valued entity it does not really turn to the Christian 
God at all as Christian faith knows him, but rather 
to some instrumental value which serves its major 
interest. The god who is primarily a helper toward 
the attainment of human wishes is not the being to 
whom Christ said, “Thy will, not mine, be done.” 

The recognition of this situation, as it has de- 
veloped out of theological self-criticism to a large 
part, requires modern Christian theology to begin 
again with the faith of the Christian community 
and so with revelation. It is necessary to begin 
where Schleiermacher and Ritschl began for the 
same reasons that prompted them and not to begin 
where they left off with the acceptance of all their 
inconsistencies. To lie sure, no modem theologian 
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needs to deceive himself about his abihty to evade 
that rule of origmal sin, the tendency toward 
idolatry, which has manifested itself in all the 
theology of the past; but if he begins with the par- 
ticular sms of the past and does not make the reso- 
lute attempt to start in and with faith in God there 
is no hope for him and his endeavor. 

The theology of revelation as it is developing 
in our time is the consequence of this understanding 
of theology’s rehgious relaovity as well as of its 
understanding of historical relativity. If the his- 
torical limitations of all thought about God demand 
that theology begin consciously with and in an 
historical community, its limitations as an inquiry 
into the nature of the object of faith require it to 
begin in faith and therefore m a particular faith, 
since there is no other kind. Because God and faith 
belong together the standpoint of the Christian 
theologian must be in the faith of the Christian 
community, directed toward the God of Jesus 
Christ. Otherwise his standpoint will be that of 
some other community with another faith and 
another god. There is no neutral standpoint and 
no faithless situation from which approach can be 
made to that which is inseparable from faith. "What- 
ever freedom the Christian and the theologian may 
have, there is no absolute freedom for them in the 
sense of complete uncommittedness to any supreme 
value. Neutrality and uncommittedness are great 
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delusions where God and the gods of men are con- 
cerned. Men must raise the question about revela- 
tion today because the religious as well as the histor- 
ical bondage of theological reason has become 
evident again, but also because the freedom of in- 
quiry that is present in this bondage is very real. 

III. Revelation and Confessional Theology 

Beginnings are important but me way pursued 
is no less important. Theology finds itself forced to 
begin in historic faith because there is no other 
starting point for its endeavor. Yet deflections from 
the straight line that leads from the point of view of 
a common faith to the object of that faith are as 
common in theologies of revelation as in any other 
types of religious thought. The major cause of such 
aberrations is doubtless the same one which was 
responsible for the departure from the straight line 
that occurred in Schleiermacher’s and Ritschl’s 
thought— It IS the tendency to self-defense and self- 
justification, the turning away from the object of 
faith to the subject. 

The justification of the Christian, or of the 
church, or of religion, or of the gospel, or of revela- 
tion seems forever necessary in the face of the at- 
tacks which are made upon these from the outside 
and in view of the doubts that arise within. Fear 
of defeat and loss turn men away from single- 
minded devotion to their ends in order that they 
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may defend themselves and their means of attaining 
their ends. We not only employ methods for the 
discovery of truths but somehow feel it necessary 
to show, otherwise than by the fruits of our work, 
that these methods are the best. We not only desire 
to live in Christian faith but we endeavor to recom- 
mend ourselves by means of it and to justify it 
as superior to all other faiths. Such defense may 
be innocuous when it is strictly subordinated to 
the main task of living toward our ends, but put 
into the first place it becomes more destructive of 
religion, Christianity and the soul than any foe’s 
attack can possibly be. 

A theology of revelation which begins with the 
historic faith of the Christian community is no less 
tempted to self-justification and so to abandonment 
of its startmg point than any other theology. It may 
seek to make a virtue out of its necessity and to 
recommend itself as not only inescapable but as 
superior in results to all other methods. It may di- 
rect attention away from the God visible to the 
community of faith and seek to defend that com- 
munity, its faith and its theology. The idea of reve- 
lation itself may be employed, not for the greater 
glory of God, but as a weapon for the defense and 
aggrandizement of the church or even of the in- 
dividual theologian. A recent book on the subject 
of revelation states that “the question of revelation 
is at the very root of the claim of the Christian re- 
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ligion to universal empire over the souls of men.” 
Such an apologetic statement contains an evident 
mherent self-contradiction, for revelation and the 
“claim of the Christian religion to umversal empire 
over the souls of men” are absolute incompatibles. 
The faith of Christian revelation is directed toward 
a God who reveals himself as the only universal 
sovereign and as the one who judges all men— but 
particularly those directed to him in faith— to be 
sinners wholly unworthy of sovereignty. To sub- 
stitute the sovereignty of Christian religion for the 
sovereignty of the God of Christian faith, though 
it be done by means of the revelation idea, is to fall 
into a new type of idolatry, to abandon the stand- 
point of Christian faith and revelation which are 
directed toward the God of Jesus Christ and to 
take the standpoint of a faith directed toward reli- 
gion or revelation. A revelation that can be used 
to undergird the claim of Christian faith to uni- 
versal empire over the souls of men must be some- 
thing else than the revelauon of the God of that 
Jesus Christ who in faith emptied himself, made 
himself of no reputation and refused to claim the 
kingly crown. 

The inherent self-contradiction in all such self- 
defensive uses of the revelation idea indicates that 
every effort to deal with the subject must be reso- 
lutely confessional. As we begin with revelation 
only because we are forced to do so by our limited 
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Standpoint in history and faith so we can proceed 
only by stating m simple, confessional form what 
has happened to ns in our commumt}’^, how we 
came to beheve, how we reason about things and 
what we see from our point of view. 

Other considerations also warn against the apol- 
ogetic use of revelation and make necessary the 
adoption of a confessional method. Whenever the 
revelation idea is used to justify the church’s claims 
to superior knowledge or some other excellence, 
revelation is necessarily identified with something 
that the church can possess. Such possessed revela- 
tion must be a static thing and under the human 
control of the Christian community— a book, a 
creed, or a set of doctrines. It cannot be revelation 
in act whereby the church itself is convicted of 
its poverty, its sm and misery before God. Further- 
more, it cannot be the revelation of a living God; 
for the God of a revelation that can be possessed 
must be a God of the past, a God of the dead who 
communicated his truths to men in another time 
but who to all effects and purposes has now retired 
from the world, leaving the administration of his 
interests to some custodian of revelation— a church, 
a priesthood, or a school of theology. Revelation as 
a contemporary event is then solely a function of 
this teaching group. Xhere seems to he no way of 
avoiding such static and deistic interpretations of 
the revelation idea — interpretations which contra- 
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diet what is said to be affirmed in revelation, that 
God is a hving God and reveals himself— save by 
the acceptance of the confessional form of the- 
ology. Finally, the confessional form is made neces- 
sary by a revelation which exposes human sin no 
less than divine goodness. A revelation which 
leaves man without defense before God cannot be 
dealt with except in confessor’s terms. Religious 
response to revelation is made quite as much in a 
confession of sin as in a confession of faith and a 
theology which recognizes that it cannot speak 
about the content of revelation without accepting 
the standpoint of faith must also understand that it 
cannot deal with its object save as sinners’ rather 
than saints’ theology. As it is then with the starting 
point in revelation so it is with the confessional 
form of theology, necessity, not free choice, de- 
termmes the acceptance of the way. 

This is the sum of the matter: Christian theology 
must begin today with revelation because it knows 
that men cannot think about God save as historic, 
communal beings and save as believers. It must ask 
what revelation means for Christians rather than 
what it ought to mean for all men, everywhere and 
at all times. And it can pursue its inquiry only by 
recalling the story of Christian life and by analyz- 
ing what Christians see from their limited point of 
view in history and faith. 



CHAPTER II 


THE STORY OF OUR LIFE 

I. The Historical Method of Christian Faith 

Our self-consciously historical time accepts the 
limitations of the historical point of view with a 
sense of constraint and an air of resignation. In this 
situation, however, we do well to remind ourselves 
that the Chrisnan community has usually— and par- 
ticularly in times of its greatest vigor— used an his- 
torical method. Apparently it felt that to speak in 
confessional terms about the events that had hap- 
pened to it in its history was not a burdensome 
necessity but rather an advantage and that the 
acceptance of an historical point of view was not 
confining but liberating. The preaching of the early 
Christian church was not an argument for the ex- 
istence of God nor an admonition to follow the 
dictates of some common human conscience, un- 
historical and super-social in character. It was 
primarily a simple recital of the great events con- 
nected with the historical appearance of Jesus 
Christ and a confession of what had happened to 
the commumty of disciples. Whatever it was that 
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the church meant to say, whatever was revealed or 
manifested to it could be indicated only in connec- 
tion with an historical person and events in the life 
of his community. The confession referred to 
history and was consciously made in history. 

It is true that when Paid succumbed to his un- 
conquerable tendency to commend himself, he 
spoke of revelation in private visions; when he 
attempted to defend himself against the assumption 
of superiority by Corinthian spiritualists he referred 
to mysteries and hidden wisdom. But when he went 
about his proper work of demonstrating to his 
hearers and readers what he really meant he did so 
in the following fashion. 

I declare unto you the gospel which I preached unto 
you, which also ye have received and wherein ye stand; 
by which also ye are saved, if ye keep in memory what 
I preached unto you, unless ye have believed in vain. 
For I delivered unto you first of all that which I also 
received, how that Christ died for our sins according 
to the scriptures, and chat he was buried, and that he 
rose again the third day according to the scriptures; 
and that he was seen of Cephas and then of the twelve, 
after that he was seen of above five hundred brethren 
at once; of whom the greater part remain unto this 
present, but some are fallen asleep. After that he was 
seen of James; then of all the apostles. And last of all 
he was seen of me also, as of one bom out of due time. 

The great anonymous theologian of the second 
century spoke in parables of Hellenic wisdom about 
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the gospel of divine grace, but he could indicate 
what he meant by the Logos, the Light, and the 
Life only by telling again in his own way the story 
of Jesus Christ. The sermons of Peter and Stephen 
as reported or reconstructed in the book of Acts 
were recitals of the great events in Christian and 
Israelite history. Christian evangelism in general, as 
indicated by the preservaaon of its material in the 
Synoptic gospels, began directly with Jesus and 
told m more or less narrauve fashion about those 
things “which are most surely beheved among us” 
“of all that Jesus began both to do and to teach.” 
We may remind ourselves also of the fact that 
despite many efforts to set forth Christian faith in 
metaphysical and ethical terms of great generality 
the only creed which has been able to maintain it- 
self in the church with any approach to universality 
consists for the most part of statements about events. 

We can imagine that early preachers were often 
asked to explain what they meant with their talk 
about God, salvation and revelation, and when they 
were hard pressed, when all their parables or refer- 
ences to the unknown God and to the Logos, had 
succeeded only in confusing their hearers they 
turned at last to the story of their life, saying, 
“What we mean is this event which happened 
among us and to us.” They followed in this respect 
the prophets who had spoken of God before them 
and the Jewish community which had also talked 
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of revelation. These, too, always spoke of history, 
of what had happened to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, 
of a deliverance from Egypt, of the covenant of 
Sinai, of mighty acts of God. Even their private 
visions were dated, as “in the year that King Uzziah 
died,” even the moral law was anchored to an his- 
torical event, and even God was defined less by his 
metaphysical and moral character than by his his- 
torical relations, as the God of Abraham, Isaac and 
Jacob. 

Interpretation of our meaning with the aid of 
a story is a well-known pedagogical device. So 
Lincoln told his homely tales and conveyed to 
others in trenchant fashion the ideas in his mind; so 
Plato employed myths to illustrate philosophy and 
to communicate visions of truth that ordinary lan- 
guage could not describe, so Jesus himself through 
parables tried to indicate what he meant by the 
phrase “kingdom of God.” Yet what prompted 
Christians in the past to confess their faith by telling 
the story of their life was more than a need for vivid 
illustration or for analogical reasoning. Their story 
was not a parable which could be replaced by an- 
other, it was irreplaceable and untranslatable. An 
internal compulsion rather than free choice led 
them to speak of what they knew by telling about 
Jesus Christ and their relation to God through him. 

Today we think and speak under the same com- 
pulsion. We find that we must travel the road 
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which has been taken by our predecessors in the 
Christian community, though our recogmtion of 
the fact is first of all only a consequence of the 
obstruction of all other ways. We must do what 
has been done because we have discovered with 
Professor Whitehead that “rehgions commit sui- 
cide when they find their mspiradon in their 
dogmas The inspiration of rehgion lies in the his- 
tory of religion.” Whether this be true of other 
faiths than Christianity we may not be sure, but it 
seems very true of our faith. Metaphysical systems 
have not been able to maintam the intellectual life 
of our commumty and abstract systems of morality 
have not conveyed devouon and the power of 
obedience with their ideals and imperatives. Ideal- 
istic and reahstic metaphysics, perfectiomst and 
hedonistic ethics have been poor substitutes for 
the New Testament, and churches which feed on 
such nourishment seem subject to spiritual rickets. 
Yet it is not the necessity of staying alive which 
forces our community to speak in historical terms. 
It is not a self-evident truth that the church ought 
to liv'e, neither the historical nor the confessional 
standpoint can accept self-preservation as the first 
law of life, since in history we know that death is 
the law of even the best life and in faith we under- 
stand that to seek life is to lose it. The church’s 
compulsion arises out of its need — since it is a livii^ 
church — to say truly what it stands for and out of 
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its inability to do so otherwise than by telling the 
story of its life. 

The preachers and theologians of the modem 
church must do what New Testament evangelists 
did because their situation permits no other method. 
From the p'oint of view of historical beings we can 
speak only about that which is also in our time and 
which is seen through the medium of our history. 
We are in history as the fish is in water and what 
we mean by the revelation of God can be indicated 
only as we point through the medium in which we 
live. When we try other methods we find ourselves 
still in the old predicament. Since all men are in 
nature, though their histories vary, we think we 
may be able to direct them to the God we mean in 
preaching and worship by pointing as Jesus did to 
the rain, the sun, the sparrows and the hlies of the 
field, or to those subtler wonders which microscope 
and telescope and even more refined instruments of 
intelligence discover in the common world. As 
natural rather than historical theologians we try to 
divorce nature from history and ask men to listen 
to its praise of the Creator. But such theology is also 
implicitly historical. Being in Christian history it 
looks on nature with the mind of Christ, as even 
Jesus himself, pointing out God’s care of beasts and 
flowers, did so as one whose eye? had been in- 
structed by Moses and the prophets. We carmot 
point in space to spatial things or in a general time 
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to genexally temporal things, saying that what we 
mean by word of God and by revelation, can be 
knovm if men will but look togerher at stars and 
trees and dowers. It is with Kant in his time-space 
we must regard the starry heavens, and with jetc- 
miflh see the blossoming almond, and with Jesus 
behold the lilies of the held before we ean read 
words of God in nature s book. Xatuie xegaided 
through our histotv* is mdeed a s^'mbol of what we 
mean, a pomrer to God, but nature uninterpreted 
through our historv' and faith, or tom out of this 
context and placed in another does not indicate 
what we mean. It means various thmgs according to 
the pomt of view from which it is regarded and the 
context in which it stands— utter mdiffeience to 
man and aU his works m the context of despair, a 
blessing upon brutality from the point of view of 
confidence in military' might, and a dominant in- 
terest in mathematics m the context of faith in 
mathematical thought as the only road to tmth. 

If nature uninterpreted through our history 
affords us no sv'mbol of what revelation means. 
Scripture, nature’s rival m theologi', is in the same 
position. It may be said that though we are histori- 
cal beings we can still contemplate from this mov- 
ing point we occupy a super-historical word of 
God. So many early Protestants seemed to think 
in so far as they equated Scriptures with reveladon. 
Yet the Reformers knew— though less vividly it 
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may be than their successors— that the Scriptures as 
a collection of tales and observations about religion 
and life, of laws and precepts, as a book containing 
moral, political, astronomical and anthropological 
ideas, reveals nothing save the state of culture of 
the men who wrote its parts or of the groups who 
related the legends recorded in later time. We can- 
not point to Scriptures saying that what we mean 
can be known if men will but read what is there 
written. We must read the law with the mind of 
the prophets and the prophets with the eyes of 
Jesus; we must immerse ourselves with Paul in the 
story of the crucifixion, and read Paul with the aid 
of the spirit in the church if we would find revela- 
tion in the Scriptures. A history that was recorded 
forwards, as it were, must be read backwards 
through our history if it is to be understood as 
revelation. Doubtless we are confronted here by an 
ancient problem of the church which appears in all 
the discussions about law and gospel and about 
spirit and letter. Yet it is evident that when the 
church speaks of revelation it never means simply 
the Scriptures, but only Scriptures read from the 
point of view and in the context of church history. 
The Scriptures point to God and through Scrip- 
tures God points to men when they are read by 
those who share the same background which the 
community which produced the letter possessed, or 
by those who participate in the common life of 



THE STORY OF OUR LIFE 5 1 

which the Scriptures contain the record. Doubtless 
the Bible differs from nature, bemg the external 
form in which our history is preserved and so being 
indispensable to a commumty whose history is no- 
where recorded in nature, as the history of purely 
natural communities is. But hke nature the Bible 
can be read in many different contexts and will 
mean different thmgs accordingly. Translated and 
read in the nationahsuc community it does not point 
to the Father of Jesus Christ but to blood and soil 
and tribal deity, read by those whose mmds are 
filled with the history and memories of democratic 
society it does not pomt to the intrinsically good 
God but to the intrinsically valuable individual, and 
the word that comes through it is a word about 
liberty from pohtical and economic bondage rather 
thin about liberty from slavery to self and sin. In 
Protestanusm we have long attempted to say what 
we mean by revelation by pointing to the Scrip- 
tures, but we have found that we cannot do so save 
as we interpret them in a community in which men 
listen for the word of God in the reading of the 
Scriptures, or in which men participate in the same 
spiritual history out of which the record came. The 
latest movement in New Testament criticism. Form 
Criticism, underlines this fact for us— that the book 
arose out of the life of the Church and that we 
cannot know an historical Jesus save as we look 
through the history and with the history of the 
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community that loved and worshipped him. A Jesus 
of history apart from the particular history in which 
he appears is as unknown and as unknowable as any 
sense-object apart from the sense-qualities in which 
it appears to us. 

When we have found these ways of circumvent- 
ing our historical situation and of abandoning our 
historical point of view obstructed, we may be 
tempted, with the individualists of all time, to seek 
a direct path to what we mean through inner re- 
ligious experience. Can we not say that when we 
speak of God and revelaaon we mean events which 
occur in the privacy of our personal, inner life or 
what we feel to be basic in our moral conscious- 
ness? Yet once more we discover that visions, nu- 
minous feehngs, sense of reahty, knowledge of duty 
and worth may be interpreted in many ways. We 
cannot speak of iimer light at all, save in ejaculations 
signifying nothing to other men, unless we define 
its character in social terms, that is in terms which 
come out of our history. The “true” seed within, 
the “right” spirit, can be distinguished from false 
seeds and evil spirits only by the use of criteria 
which are not purely individual and biographical. 
We discriminate between the hght within and spir- 
itual will-o’-the-wisps by reference to a “Christ” 
within. But the word “Christ” comes out of social 
history and has a meaning not derived from in- 
dividual experience. Religious experience and moral 
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sense are to be found in many different settings and 
can be interpreted from many different points of 
view. The sense of the numinous accompanies 
many strange acts of worship; it may have been far 
stronger when human sacrifice was offered to pagan 
deities than it has ever been in Christianity. High 
moral devotion and a keen sense of duty point many 
men today to domestic and tribal gods. What the 
unconquerable movements of the human heart to- 
ward worship and devotion really mean, how their 
errors may be distinguished from their truths, and 
how they are to be checked cannot be known save 
as they are experienced and disciplined in a com- 
munity with a history. Obedience to moral impera- 
tives, worship and prayer are indispensable and 
inescapable in the Christian church; they are in- 
separable from the listenmg for God’s word. But 
what they mean, what their content must be and to 
what ends they ought to be directed we cannot 
understand save as we bring to bear upon them our 
remembrance of an obedience unto death, of the 
imperatives which have come to us through history, 
of the Lord’s prayers in the garden and on the 
mount, and of a worship in a temple whose inner 
sanctuary was empty. Religious and moral experi- 
ence are always in some history and in some social 
setting that derives from the past. They also offer 
us no way of avoiding the use of our history in say- 
ing what we mean. 
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This necessity is a source of scandal in the Chris- 
tian church, which is a mystery to itself at this 
point. To live and think in this way seems to mean 
that we navigate the oceans and skies of our world 
by dead reckoning, computing our position from 
a latitude and longitude determined nineteen hun- 
dred years ago, using a log that is in part unde- 
cipherable and a compass of conscience notoriously 
subject to deviation. Objections arise in the crew 
not only because other vessels claim to possess more 
scientific apparatus for determining where they are 
and whither they are going, but because revelation, 
if it be revelation of God, must offer men some- 
thing more immovable than the pole star and 
something more precise than our measurements of 
the winds and currents of history can afford. 

Revelation cannot mean history, we must say to 
ourselves in the church, if it also means God. What 
we see from the historical point of view and what 
we believe in as we occupy that standpoint must be 
two different things. For surely what is seen in his- 
tory is not a universal, absolute, independent source 
and goal of existence, not impartial justice nor in- 
finite mercy, but particularity, finiteness, opinions 
that pass, caprice, arbitrariness, accident, brutality, 
wrong on the throne and right on the scaffold. The 
claims of the evangelists of historical revelation 
seem wholly inconsistent with their faith. When 
they speak of a just God they point to a process so 
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unequal that only those born in a special time and 
space receive faith in him while all who lived before 
or in cultures with a different history are con- 
demned to ignorance of what they ought to know 
for the sake of their soul’s health and life. 

Moreover revelation cannot mean both history 
and God any more than it can mean both nature 
and God. The events of history to which Christian 
revelation refers may be regarded from the scien- 
tific, objective, non-comimtted pomt of view as 
well as nature can be. So regarded they have no 
greater value than other events. They can be 
studied in their cause-effect relationship, in their 
cultural, geographic, economic and political con- 
texts, when this is done it is apparent that the scien- 
tist has as little need for the hypothesis of divine 
action as Laplace had in his astronomy. The birth 
of Jesus and the legends about it, the Sermon on the 
Mount, the miracles and parables, the crucifixion 
and resurrection stories, the institution of the sacra- 
ments— all these may be explained by noting their 
place in a series of other events in Jewish and Hel- 
lenistic history or in the development of religious, 
philosophical, political and economic movements. 
At best such historic description will make use of 
the category of individuality, pointing out the 
uniqueness of each event and the particular way in 
which general principles are made concrete in it. 
But such uniqueness is a characteristic of all events 
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in time and the unique Jesus does not differ m this 
respect from the unique Socrates and the unique 
Hitler. Objecuve history cannot, without denying 
its method and its point of view, require a consid- 
eration for the life of Jesus differing from that 
which It brings to bear on other individual events. 
It can only record another unique fact— that the 
church and Western culture have attached great 
religious significance to Jesus. It may seek further 
to account for this new individual event by refer- 
ence to some general tendencies in human nature 
and to their unique manifestations in the first and 
later centuries of the Christian era. 

So it appears that if revelation means history it 
cannot also mean the object of faith, save m this 
purely factual and wholly opaque sense that certain 
people have attached transcendent value to certain 
events. 

The problem presents itself to the Christian 
church in a third way. If revelation means history, 
is not faith in revelation identical with belief in the 
occurrence of certain past, divine events and is not 
such an identification an actual denial of faith in a 
living God!* Concentration on history in the church 
has led to repeated revolts by men of piety and good 
will for whom God was not a “then and there” but 
a “here and now” and for whom faith was not 
belief in the actuality of historical events but confi- 
dence in an abiding, ruling will of love. Trusting in 
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God now, seeking to obey his present command- 
ments, struggling with contemporary evil, such 
men have rebelled against the equation of historical 
belief with Christian faith and against the identifi- 
cation of present moral commandments with pre- 
cepts given to Jews or to Pauline churches in ancient 
times. They have refused to make the forgiveness 
of sin a juridical act of the past rather than a con- 
temporary experience, they have insisted on the 
present reality of the Holy Spirit as more important 
to Christians than a Pentecostal miracle in the early 
church. Such vital faith, seeking contact with a 
present Lord and Giver of Life, must always revolt 
against historic antiquarianism even as it must reject 
a futurism for which God, forgiveness and moral 
obedience are only future possibilities without pres- 
ent validity. 

Revelation m history involves other difficulties. 
Questions about predestination and freedom, eter- 
nity and time, progress and dechne, and many 
others of like sort assail the mind of the Christian in 
his dilemma of historic faith. Though he concedes 
the fact that he must speak as an historic being and 
also that the church has always thought in historical 
terms, he is puzzled by the relation of faith and 
history. History seems always to lead to doubt 
rather than to faith. 

In the bewilderment which assails him in this 
situation the modem Christian, like many a pred- 
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ecessor in the church, is tempted again and again 
to drop the history and to hold fast to the faith, to 
give up the Jesus of history while affirming afresh 
his loyalty to the Christ of faith. But faith is a 
strange thing; it is not sufficient to itself and will 
not work alone. It is like the eye which cannot per- 
ceive the depth and distance and solidity of things 
save as it has a partner. Or it is like Adam who seeks 
a helpmeet among all the creatures and cannot be 
fruitful in loins or mind until an Eve is given him 
for conversation. And Christian faith, having tried 
many other partners, has found that these can speak 
with it of its God only if they have been schooled 
in Christian history. Nor are there any among them 
that speak a universal language; if they do not speak 
in Chilean accents some other province not less 
small in the infinite world has shaped their voices 
and rmnds in its own way. Philosophy, as historical 
in all its forms as religion, can indeed share and 
strengthen the life of faith, but only when it speaks 
out of a mind that has been filled with Jewish and 
Christian memories. The church is not ill at ease 
with Descartes, Spinoza, Locke, Berkeley and Kant; 
but then the God of whom these philosophers write 
is always something more than their conceptual 
systems have defined. As Professors Gilson and 
A. E. Taylor have again reminded us recently, the 
God of modem philosophers is more than the God 
of their philosophies; he could not mean so much in 
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their thought if he did not mean more than their 
thought about him expresses. He is always the God 
of history, of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, or the 
Father of Jesus Christ and not only the God of 
abstract thought. 

It remains true that Christian faith cannot escape 
from partnership with history, however many other 
partners it may choose. With this it has been mated 
and to this its loyalty belongs; the union is as in- 
destructible as that of reason and sense experience 
in the natural sciences. But though this is true the 
question remains, how can it be true^* How can 
revelation mean both history and God? 

H. History as Lived and as Seen 

We may be helped toward a solution of the prob- 
lem of history and faith by reflection upon the fact 
that the history to which we point when we speak 
of revelation is not the succession of events which 
an uninterested spectator can see from the outside 
but our own history. It is one thing to perceive from 
a safe distance the occurrences in a stranger’s life 
and quite a different thing to ponder the path of 
one’s own destiny, to deal with the why and whence 
and whither of one’s own existence. Of a man who 
has been blind and who has come to see, two his- 
tories can be written. A scientific case history will 
describe what happened to his optic nerve or to the 
crystalline lens, what technique the surgeon used or 
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by what medicines a physician wrought the cure, 
through what stages of recovery the patient passed. 
An autobiography, on the other hand, may barely 
mention these things but it will tell what happened 
to a self that had lived in darkness and now saw 
again trees and the sunrise, children’s faces and the 
eyes of a friend. Which of these histories can be a 
parable of revelation, the outer history or the inner 
one, the story of what happened to the cells of a 
body or the story of what happened to a self? 
When we speak of revelation in the Christian 
church we refer to our history, to the history of 
selves or to history as it is lived and apprehended 
from within. 

The distinction between our history and events 
in impersonal time, or between history as lived and 
as contemplated from the outside may be illustrated 
by contrasting parallel descriptions of the same 
social event. Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address begins 
with history. “Four-score and seven years ago our 
fathers brought forth upon this continent a new 
nation, conceived in liberty and dedicated to the 
proposition that all men are created free and equal.” 
The same event is described in the Cambridge Mod- 
ern History in the following fashion: “On July 4, 
1776, Congress passed the resolution which made 
the colonies independent communities, issuing at 
the same time the well-known Declaration of Inde- 
pendence. If we regard the Declaration as the asset- 
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tion of an abstract pobtical theory, criticism and 
condemnation are easy. It sets out with a general 
proposition so vague as to be practically useless. 
The doctrine of the equahty of men, unless it be 
qualified and condiaoned by reference to special 
circumstance, is either a barren truism or a delu- 
sion.” 

The striking dissimilarity between these two ac- 
counts may be explained as being due merely to a 
difference of sentiment, the blind devotion of the 
patriot is opposed to the critical acumen and dispas- 
sionate judgment of the scientific historian. But the 
disparity goes deeper. The difference in sentiment 
is so profound because the beings about which the 
accounts speak differ greatly, the “Congress” is one 
thing, “our fathers” are almost another reality. The 
proposition that all men are created free and equal, 
to which the fathers dedicated their lives, their for- 
tunes and their sacred honor, and which for their 
children is to be the object of a new devotion, seems 
to belong to a different order of ideas than that to 
which the vague and useless, barren truism or de- 
lusion belongs. Though these various terms point to 
the same ultimate reahties the latter are seen in dif- 
ferent aspects and apprehended in different con- 
texts. Moreover it seems evident that the terms the 
external historian employs are not more truly de- 
scriptive of the things-in-themselves than those the 
statesman uses and that the former’s understanding 
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of what really happened is not more accurate than 
the latter’s. In the one case the events of history are 
seen from the outside, in the other from the inside. 
Lincoln spoke.of what had happened in our history, 
of what had made and formed us and to which 
we remain committed so long as we continue to 
exist as Americans, he spoke of purposes which lie 
in our enduring past and are therefore the purposes 
of our present hfe; he described the history of living 
beings and not data relating to dead things. It is a 
critical history but the criticism of its author is not 
directed toward the general propositions so much 
as to the human beings who measure themselves and 
are measured by means of those general proposi- 
tions, criticism is moral, directed toward selves and 
their community. The other accoimt abstracts from 
living selves with their resolutions and commit- 
ments, their hopes, and fears. It is not critical of 
men but of things, documents and propositions are 
its objects. The events it describes happened in im- 
personal time and are recorded less in the memories 
of persons than in books and monuments. 

The example from American history may be 
duplicated in the history of every other community. 
Pericles’ Funeral Oration appeals to memory and 
may be paralleled by many an external account of 
the rise of an empire “acquired by men who knew 
their duty . . . and who if they ever failed in an 
enterprise would not allow their virtues to be lost 
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to their country, but freely gave their lives to her 
as the fairest offering they could present at her 
feast.” Hosea’s account of the childhood of Israel 
and the Psalmist’s recall of what “we have heard 
and known and our fathers have told us” have their 
counterparts in ethnological descriptions of early 
Semitic tribal life. Shakespeare’s invocations of 
memories clustering about “this royal throne of 
kings, this sceptred isle . . . this land of such dear 
souls, this dear, dear land,” and Burke’s reverential 
regard for a tradition in which the hand of God is 
visible may be matched by cool, aloof accounts of 
the rise of British empire. The distinctions between 
the two types of history cannot be made by apply- 
ing the value-judgment of true and false but must 
be made by reference to differences of perspective. 
There are true and false appeals to memory as well 
as true and false external descriptions but only un- 
critical dogmatism will affirm that truth is the pre- 
rogative of one of the points of view. Events may 
be regarded from the outside by a non-participating 
observcrj then they belong to the history of things. 
They may be apprehended from within, as items in 
the destiny of persons and communities; then they 
belong to a life-time and must be interpreted in a 
context of persons with their resolutions and devo- 
tions. 

The differences between the outer history of 
things and the iimer history of selves which appear 
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in these illustrations need to be analyzed in a little 
more detail in preparation for our effort to under- 
stand the relation of revelation to history. It appears, 
first of all, that the data of external history are all 
impersonal, they are ideas, interests, movements 
among things. Even when such history deals with 
human individuals it seeks to reduce them to im- 
personal parts. Jesus becomes, from this point of 
view, a complex of ideas about ethics and eschatol- 
ogy, of psychological and biological elements. 
Other persons are dealt with in the same manner. 
One may look for an efficient factor among such 
impersonal elements, though its determination in- 
volves the peril of forsaking the objective point of 
view, as when a Marxist historian chooses eco- 
nomic elements or an intellectualist regards ideas 
in the mind as the motivating forces in history. 
Internal history, on the other hand, is not a story of 
things in juxtaposition or succession; it is personal 
in character. Here the final data are not elusive 
atoms of matter or thought but equally elusive 
selves. In such history it is not the idea of the soul 
which Socrates thought and communicated that is 
important but rather the soul of Socrates, “all 
glorious within,” the soul of the “most righteous 
man of the whole age.” In external history we deal 
with objects, in internal history our concern is with 
subjects. In the former, to use Professor Alexander’s 
distinction, our data are “-edf,” what is believed, 
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sensed, conceived; but in the latter what is given is 
always an “-mg,” a knowmg, a willmg, a believiwg, 
a feelmg. Or, as Martin Buber would put it, in 
external history all relations are between an “I” 
and an “it,” while in the other they are relations 
between “I” and “Thou”, moreover the “I” in the 
“I-it” relation differs from the self in the “I-Thou” 
setting. 

Speaking as critical idealists we might say that in 
external history all apprehension and interpretation 
of events must employ the category of individuality 
but in internal history it is the category of person- 
ality that must be used in perceiving and under- 
standing whatever happens. In our history aU events 
occur not to impersonal bodies but to selves in com- 
munity with other selves and they must be so 
understood. After the fashion of critical idealism 
we may disting^sh external history as a realm of 
the pure reason from internal history as a sphere of 
the pure practical reason, though it is evident that 
Kantian reason must be understood m far more 
historical fashion than was the case in the eighteenth 
century when neither pure nor practical reason 
were thought to be socially and historically con- 
ditioned. 

We may employ the method of critical realism 
rather than of critical idealism in making our dis- 
tinction between external and internal history. 
From the realistic point of view we are concerned 
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m external history to abstract from all that is merely 
secondary, from subjective and partisan accounts 
of what happened; we seek to set forth the primary 
characteristics of each event as these may be defined 
by taking into account the reports of eye-witnesses, 
of contemporary documents and those “permanent 
possibihties of sensation,” the enduring institutions, 
the constant movements of mind and will available 
to the experience of all percipients. In internal 
history on the other hand we are not concerned 
with the primary and secondary elements of ex- 
ternal historical perception but with “tertiary qual- 
ities,” with values. These are not private and eva- 
nescent as the secondary elements are but common 
and verifiable m a commumty of selves, yet they 
are not objective in the sense in which the primary 
qualities of external perception are said to be objec- 
tive. Critical realism, however, like critical idealism, 
is so strongly condiaoned by its historic association 
with non-historically minded natural science and 
particularly with mathematics that its use in this 
realm of thinking about history requires a prior 
readjustment of all its concepts. It is enough to 
point out that the distinctions which appear in all 
critical philosophy as between knowledge of the 
external world and knowledge of the internal, 
which drive even the most dogmatic positivists to 
assert that ethics and religion belong to some other 
realm than that with which objective knowledge is 
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concerned, must also be made in our understanding 
of history. There is a descriptive and there is a 
normative knowledge of history and neither type 
IS reducible to the terms of the other. 

The distinction may be made clearer by noting 
the differences in the conceptions of value, time and 
human association which are employed in the two 
contexts. 

In external history value means valency or 
strength. The objective historian must measure the 
importance of an event or factor by the effect it has 
on other events or factors in the series. Though he 
is also a self, living in community, having a destmy, 
and so unable wholly to escape a moral point of 
view, as scientific historian he is bound to suppress 
his own value-judgments as much as possible. Not 
what is noblest in his sight but what is most effective 
needs to be treated most fully. So Alexander may 
have a larger place in his account than Socrates, 
though as a self the historian may elect to follow 
right to martyrdom rather than might to victory. 
Economic motives in the framing of the American 
Constitution may require fax more attention than 
moral ideals, though the historian be one who has 
abjured the ownership of property for himself and 
may live a semi-monastic life. Looking upon events 
in the manner of an impartial spectator, he seeks to 
suppress every response of love or repugnance and 
to apply a more or less quantitative measure of 
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Strength in determining the importance of persons 
or events. 

In internal history, however, value means worth 
for selves, whatever cannot be so valued is unim- 
portant and may be dropped from memory. Here 
the death of Socrates, the birth of Lincoln, Peter’s 
martyrdom, Luther’s reform, Wesley’s conversion, 
the landing of the Pilgrims, the granting of Magna 
Charta are events to be celebrated, this history calls 
for joy and sorrow, for days of rededication and of 
shriving, for tragic participation and for jubilees. 
The valuable here is that which bears on the destiny 
of selves, not what is strongest is most important 
but what IS most relevant to the lives of “I’s” and 
“Thou’s.” Value here means quahty, not power; 
but the quality of valued things is one which only 
selves can apprehend. In this context we do not 
measure the worth of even our own desires by their 
strength but by their relevance to the destiny of 
the self. 

As with value so with time. In our internal his- 
tory time has a different feel and quality from that 
of the external time with which we deal as exoteric 
historians. The latter time resembles that of physics. 
Physics knows a plain man’s time which has for him 
a valency like that of the “real” money of his prov- 
ince, it also knows a sophisticated time which is 
aware of its own relativity. So in external history 
there is the time of the naive chronicler with his 
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acceptance of dynastic dates, his reckonings of 
years since creation, his A. D.’s and B. C.’s, or this 
history may think of time in the sophisticated way 
of a culture philosophy. But all these time-concep- 
tions have one thing in common— they are all quan- 
titative, all these times are numbered. Such time is 
always serial. In the series, past events are gone and 
future happenings are not yet In mtemal history, 
on the other hand, our time is our duration. What 
is past is not gone, it abides in us as our memory; 
what is future is not non-existent but present in us 
as our potentiahty. Time here is organic or it is 
social, so that past and future associate with each 
other in the present. Time in our history is not 
another dimension of the external space world in 
which we live, but a dimension of our life and of 
our community’s being. We are not in this time but 
it is in us. It is not associated with space in a unity 
of space-time but it is inseparable from life in the 
continuity of life-time. We do not speak of it in 
precise numbers but say in poetic fashion with 
Lincoln, “four-score and seven years ago,” meaning 
not eighty-seven but our remembered past. In 
humbler fashion we correlate, as gossips do, the 
lives and deaths and wars of kings with shocks and 
joys in our own history. Such time is not a number 
but a living, a stream of consciousness, a flow of 
feeling, thought and will. It is not measurable by 
the hours and years of a planetary and solar rhythm; 
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its ebb and flow, its pulsations and surges, its births 
and deaths and resurrections are incommensurable 
with lunar or atomic tides. If they are to be meas- 
ured it must be done by a comparison with other 
inner alternations; in our history we do not corre- 
late the death of the heart with the declining sun 
nor its rebirth with nature’s spring but with a cruci- 
fixion of the son of God and with his rising to new 
life. 

Human association also differs when regarded 
from the external or internal points of view. The 
external knower must see societies as made up of 
atomic individuals related to each other by external 
bonds. Yet even the human individuals are deper- 
sonalized, since they are understood as complexes 
of psychological and biological factors. Society, to 
his view, is a vast and intricate organization of in- 
terests, drives or instincts, beliefs, customs, laws, 
constitutions, inventions, geographic and climatic 
data, in which a critical and diligent inquiry can 
discover some intelligible structures and moving 
patterns of relation. In internal history, on the other 
hand, society is a community of selves. Here we do 
not only live among other selves but they live in us 
and we in them. Relations here are not external but 
internal so that we are our relations and cannot be 
selves save as we are members of each other. When 
there is strife in this community there is strife and 
pain in us and when it is at peace we have peace in 
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ourselves. Here social memory is not what is writ- 
ten in books and preserved m libraries, but what- 
not without the mediation of books and monu- 
ments, to be sure— is our own past, hving in every 
self. When we become members of such a com- 
munity of selves we adopt its past as our own and 
thereby are changed m our present existence. So 
immigrants and their children do, for whom Pil- 
grims become true fathers and the men of the Rev- 
olution their own liberators, so we do in the Chris- 
tian community when the prophets of the Hebrews 
become our prophets and the Lord of the early 
disciples is acknowledged as our Lord. Not what is 
after the flesh— that is what is externally seen— but 
what IS after the spirit- what has become a part of 
our own hves as selves— is the important thing in 
this internal view. In our history association means 
community, the participaaon of each living self in 
a common memory and common hope no less than 
in a common world of nature. 

It may be said that to speak of history in this fash- 
ion is to try to think with poets rather than with 
scientists. That is what we mean, for poets think of 
persons, purposes and destinies. It is just their Jobs 
and Hamlets that are not dreamt of in philosophies 
which rule out from the company of true being 
whatever cannot be numbered or included in an 
impersonal pattern. Drama and epic set forth pat- 
tern too, but it is one of personal relations. Hence 
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we may call internal history dramatic and its truth 
dramatic truth, though drama m this case does not 
mean fiction. 

The relevance of this distinction between two 
histones to the subject of revelation must now have 
become apparent. When the evangelists of the New 
Testament and their successors pointed to history 
as the starting point of their faith and of their un- 
derstanding of the world it was internal history that 
they indicated. They did not speak of events, as 
impersonally apprehended, but rather of what had 
happened to them in their community. They re- 
called the critical point in their own life-time when 
they became aware of themselves in a new way as 
they came to know the self on whom they were 
dependent. They turned to a past which was not 
gone but which endured in them as their memory, 
making them what they were. So for the later 
church, history was always the story of “our 
fathers,” of “our Lord,” and of the actions of “our 
God.” 

The inspiration of Christianity has been derived 
from history, it is true, but not from history as seen 
by a spectator, the constant reference is to subjec- 
tive events, that is to events in the lives of subjects. 
What distinguishes such historic recall from the 
private histories of mystics is that it refers to com- 
munal events, remembered by a community and in 
a community. Subjectivity here is not equivalent to 
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isolation, non-venfiability and ineflFability, our 
history can be communicated and persons can re- 
fresh as well as criticize each other’s memories of 
what has happened to them m the common life, on 
the basis of a common past they can think together 
about the common future. 

Such history, to be sure, can only be confessed 
by the community, and in this sense it is esoteric. 
One cannot point to historic events in the lives of 
selves as though they were visible to any external 
point of view. Isaiah cannot say that in the year 
King Uzziah died God became visible in the temple 
nor Paul affirm that Jesus the Lord appears to trav- 
ellers on the Damascus road. Neither will any con- 
centration of attention on Isaiah and Paul, any de- 
tailed understanding of their historical situation, 
enable the observer to see what they saw. One must 
look with them and not at them to verify their 
visions, participate in their history rather than re- 
gard It if one would apprehend what they appre- 
hended. The history of the inner life can only be 
confessed by selves who speak of what happened 
to them in the community of other selves. 

III. Faith in Our History 

The distinction between history as known by the 
pure and as apprehended by the practical reason, 
though it raises difficulties that must be met, does 
assist us to understand how it is possible for the 
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word “revelation” to point to history and yet point 
to God also. It cannot point to God, as we have 
noted, if the history to which it directs attention is 
the chain of events that an impersonal eye or mind 
apprehends. For such history, abstracting from 
human selves, must also abstract events from the 
divine self and, furthermore, while it may furnish 
motives for behef m the occurrence of certain 
happenmgs it does not invite trust in a living God. 

The error frequently made m the Christian com- 
munity which has been the occasion for the rise of 
many difficulties in understanding and propagating 
the lustorical faith has been the location of revelation 
in external history or in history as known from the 
non-participating point of view. So revelation has 
been identified with some miracle, whether this was 
the single act of a person or his whole life or the 
life of a community, such as Israel or the church. 
In this way certain events in external history were 
set apart as sacred, or a sacred history of one com- 
munity has been opposed to the secular histories of 
other societies. Sacred events were inserted into a 
context otherwise secular and the continuity be- 
tween the two types of events denied. It was denied 
that the events of holy history were subject to the 
same type of explanation which might be offered 
for secular happenings, that so-called secular events 
might have a sacred meaning for those who partici- 
pated in them as selves was not thought possible. 
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Much so-called orthodoxy identified revelation 
with Scriptures and regarded the latter as wholly 
miraculous, the product of an inspiration which 
suspended the ordinary processes of human thought 
and guaranteed merrancy. But to validate the Scrip- 
tural miracle another needed to be inserted into 
history since that which stands completely alone is 
an impenetrable mystery, no matter how much 
astonishment it calls forth. So miraculous Scriptures 
were related to miracles in the realm of nature, to 
a sun that stood still, a virgin-born child, to water 
turned by a word into wine. Furthermore the psy- 
chological miracle of prophecy as a supernatural 
foretelling of events, as though by second-sight, 
was introduced to validate the wonder of the Bible. 
The consequence of this method of argument was 
that two systems of reality on the same plane— a 
natural, historical, rational system and a supernat- 
ural, super-historical and super-rational system— 
were set beside each other. They were on the same 
plane, perceived by the same organs of sense and 
apprehended by the same minds, yet there was no 
real relation between them. Revelation took place 
within the supernatural and super-historical sys- 
tem; reason operated in the natural series of events. 
The distinction between the history in which reve- 
lation occurred and that in which there was no 
revelation was transferred to persons and things 
having history; there were natural and unnatural 
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events, persons and groups. It was assumed that the 
differences between nature and super-nature were 
due not to the beholder’s situation but to the things 
viewed while the point of view remained constant. 
Hence arose the conflict between history and faith. 
For sacred events in a secular context must be secu- 
larly apprehended and to demand of men that they 
should exempt certain events in the chain of per- 
ceived happenings from the application of the laws 
or principles with which they apprehend the others 
IS to ask the impossible or to make everything un- 
intelligible. How much the tendency to self-defen- 
siveness and self-glorification in Christianity con- 
tributed to this effort to exempt the faith and its 
history from the judgments applicable to ordinary 
events it is not possible to say. But it must be noted 
that the consequence of the attempt to isolate sacred 
from secular history led not only to fruitless 
quarrels with natural and social science but also to 
internal conflict and inconsistency since it tended 
to substitute belief in the occurrence of miraculous 
events for faith in God and invited dispute about 
the relative importance of many wonders. 

If the distinction between history as seen from 
without by a pure reason and from within by a 
practical reason, and if the denial of the exclusive 
validity of either view be allowed, we are enabled 
to understand not only how faith and history may 
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be associated but how in the nature of the case they 
must be allied. An mner history, life’s flow as re- 
garded from the point of view of living selves, is 
always an affair of faith. As long as a man lives he 
must believe m something for the sake of which he 
lives, without belief in something that makes life 
worth living man cannot exist. If, as Tolstoi points 
out in his Conjesston, man does not see the tempo- 
rality and futility of the finite he will believe in the 
finite as worth living for, if he can no longer have 
faith in the value of the finite he will beheve m the 
infinite or else die. Alan as a practical, living being 
never exists without a god or gods, some things 
there are to which he must cling as the sources and 
goals of his activity, the centers of value. As a rule 
men are polytheists, referring now to this and now 
to that valued being as the source of life’s meaning. 
Sometimes they live for Jesus’ God, sometimes for 
country and sometimes for Yale For the most part 
they make gods out of themselves or out of the 
work of their own hands, living for their own glory 
as persons and as commumties. In any case the faith 
that life IS worth living and the definite reference of 
life’s meaning to specific beings or values is as in- 
escapable a part of human existence as the activity 
of reason. It is no less true that man is a believing 
animal in this sense than that he is a rational animal. 
Without such faith men might exist, but not as 
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selves. Being selves they as surely have something 
for which to live as selves as being rational they 
have objects to understand. 

Such faith in gods or m values for which men 
live IS inseparable from internal history. It is the 
gods that give umty to the events of personal life. 
A nation has an internal history so far as its members 
have some common center of reference, some good 
for which they live together, whether that be an 
abstract value, such as equality or democracy which 
unites them in common devotion, or whether it be 
the personalized community itself, such as Athena, 
or Britannia, or Columbia. A man has one internal 
history so far as he is devoted to one value. For the 
most part persons and communities do not have a 
single internal history because their faiths are vari- 
ous and the events of hfe cannot be related to 
one continuing and abidmg good. They have “too 
many selves to know the one,” too many histories, 
too many gods; alongside their published and pro- 
fessed history there are suppressed but true stories 
of inner life concentrated about gods of whom they 
are ashamed. Without a single faith there is no real 
unity of the self or of a community, therefore no 
unified inner history but only a multiplicity of 
memories and destinies. Inner history and inner 
faith belong together, as the existence of self and 
an object of devotion for the sake of which the self 
lives are inseparable. 
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The relation is something like that of animal faith 
in the existence of an external world and the data 
of experience. By an unconquerable compulsion, 
given with life itself, we believe in the reality of the 
trees we see, the ground we walk upon, the tables, 
chairs and houses we touch and use, the food and 
drink we taste. We count upon enduring realities 
and are not usually put to shame. No matter how 
refined our scepticism grows, how far into infinity 
we pursue the constituent elements of our objects, 
how ethereal to the mind’s eye the natural world 
becomes, we rely upon the enduring stuff of our 
environment and we continue to be nourished and 
to be bdme up. “Nature,” that is to say human na- 
ture, is sufficient to dispel the clouds of scepticism, 
as Hume himself pointed out. Without this animal 
faith in a dependable external world we literally 
would not live as bodies, for if we were true scep- 
tics we would be errant fools to eat food made up 
of sense-data only, to breathe an unsubstantial air 
with unreal lungs, to walk with unreal feet upon a 
non-existent earth toward imaginary goals. By 
faith, by counting upon persistent factors in our 
environment we live as bodies and with our brains 
think out this common world. But what the factors 
are on which we can count, what the permanent 
possibilities of sensation are on which we can de- 
pend in thought and act, that we cannot know save 
through repeated and common experience. The 
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necessity of an animal faith in objective reality may 
be prior to all experience but concrete faith in any 
particular element in our world as dependable does 
not exist save as it is made possible by sense-experi- 
ence. Faith is inseparably connected with experi- 
ence, but neither faith nor sense-experience can be 
substitutes for each other. So also the faith of selves 
in a source of value or in a god is inseparable from 
the inner experience of selves, from what happens 
to them in their history. They cannot but believe 
that these events, the joys and sorrows of the self, 
have meaning but what the meaning is cannot be 
known apart from inner history. The necessity of 
believing in a god is given with the life of selves, but 
what gods are dependable, which of them can be 
counted on day after day and which are idols— 
products of erroneous imagination— cannot be 
known save through the experiences of inner his- 
tory. 

The standpoint of faith, of a self directed toward 
gods or God, and the standpoint of practical reason, 
of a self with values and with a destiny, are not in- 
compatible; they are probably identical. To be a 
self is to have a god; to have a god is to have history, 
that is, events connected in a meaningful pattern; 
to have one god is to have one history. God and the 
history of selves in community belong together in 
inseparable union. 



THE STORY OF OUR LIFE 


8l 


IV. Relations of Internal and External History 

Though we may be persuaded that there is a vahd 
distinction between history as lived and history as 
observed by the external spectator; though we may 
recogmze a relative validity in either type while 
notmg the close relation of faith and the life of 
selves to the practical knowledge of our destiny; 
yet questions about the relations of the two types of 
history are bound to arise in our minds. When we 
have imderstood that revelation must be looked for 
in the events that have happened to us, which live 
in our memory, we cannot refrain from asking our- 
selves how this history is related to the external ac- 
counts of our life. To such questions we must give 
some attention before we can proceed to a closer 
definition of the meaning of revelation. 

The two-aspect theory of history, like the two- 
aspect theory of body and mind, may be made nec- 
essary by the recognition that all knowing is con- 
ditioned by the point of view, that the exaltation 
of differences of understanding into differences of 
being raises more problems than it solves, that the 
intimate relations of subjective and objective truth 
require the rejection of every extreme dualism. But 
it is evident that the theory does not solve the prob- 
lem of unity in duality and duality in unity. It only 
states the paradox in a new form and every paradox 
is the statement of a dilemma rather than an escape 
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from it. It IS important, of course, that a paradox 
be correctly stated and that false simphcity be 
avoided. We have made some advance toward a 
correct statement of our dilemma, we believe, when 
we have recognized that the duality of the history 
in which there is revelation and of the history in 
which there is none, is not the duality of different 
groups or communities, or when we have under- 
stood that this dualism runs right through Christian 
history itself. We are enabled to see why we can 
speak of revelation only in connection with our 
own history without affirming or denying its reality 
in the history of other communities into whose 
inner hfe we cannot penetrate without abandoning 
ourselves and our commumty. The two-aspect the- 
ory allows us to understand how revelation can be in 
history and yet not be identifiable with miraculous 
events as visible to an external observer and how 
events that are revelatory in our history, sources of 
unconquerable certainty for us, can yet be analyzed 
in profane fashion by the observer. But the paradox 
remains. It is but another form of the two-world 
thinking in which Christianity is forever involved 
and we need not expect that in thinking about his- 
tory we shall be able to escape the dilemma that con- 
fronts our faith in every other sphere. One-world 
thinking, whether as this-worldliness or as other- 
worldhness, has always betrayed Christianity into 
the denial of some of its fundamental convictions. 
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It Will do SO in the case of history no less than in 
metaphysics and ethics. But how to think in two- 
worldly terms without lapsing into di-theism re- 
mains a problem of great import for faith. 

There is no speculative escape from the dilemma, 
that is to say we cannot absorb internal history 
into external history nor yet transcend both prac- 
tical and objective points of view in such a way as 
to gain a knowledge of history superior to both and 
able to unite them into a new whole. If we begin 
with the spectator’s knowledge of events we can- 
not proceed to the participant’s apprehension. 
There is no continuous movement from an objec- 
tive inquiry into the life of Jesus to a knowledge of 
him as the Christ who is our Lord. Only a decision 
of the self, a leap of faith, a metanoia or revolution 
of the mind can lead from observation to partici- 
pation and from observed to lived history. And this 
is true of all other events in sacred history. 

It may be thought that the problem of the rela- 
tion of inner and outer history can be solved by a 
determination of what the events, visible in two 
aspects, really are in themselves. But the idea of 
events-in-themselves like that of things-in-them- 
selvesjs an exceedingly difficult one. The ultimate 
nature of an event is not what it is in its isolation 
only but what it is in its connection with all other 
events, not what it is for itself but also what it is 
from an inclusive point of view. The event, as it 
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really is, is the event as it is for God who knows it 
at the same time and in one act from within as 
well as from without, m its isolation as well as in 
Its community with all other events. Such knowl- 
edge of the nature of events is beyond the possi- 
bility of the fimte point of view. Bemg fimte souls 
with finite minds m fimte bodies men are confined 
to a double and partial knowledge which is yet not 
knowledge of double reahty. 

Though there be no metaphysical or meta-his- 
torical solution of the problem of historical dualism 
there is a practical solution. Though we cannot 
speak of the way in which the two aspects of his- 
torical events are ultimately related in the event- 
for-God we can describe their functional relation- 
ship for us. Such a description must once more be 
given confessionally, not as a statement of what all 
men ought to do but as statement of what we have 
found It necessary to do m the Christian commu- 
nity on the basis of the faith which is our starting 
point. 

In the first place, beginning with internal knowl- 
edge of the destiny of self and community, we have 
found it necessary in the Christian church to accept 
the external views of ourselves which others have 
set forth and to make these external histories events 
of spiritual significance. To see ourselves as others 
see us, or to have others communicate to us what 
they see when they regard our lives from the outside 
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is to have a moral experience. Every external history 
of ourselves, communicated to us, becomes an event 
in inner history. So the outside view of democracy 
offered by Marxists has become an event in the 
inner history of democracy. It has responded to 
that external view with defense but also with self- 
criticism and reformation. External histories of 
Christianity have become important events in its 
inner history. Celsus’ description of the sources of 
Christian belief and his criticism of miraculous 
super-naturalism, Gibbon’s, Feuerbach’s and Kaut- 
sky’s accounts of Christianity, other surveys made 
from the points of view of idealistic or positivistic 
philosophy, of Judaism or of the history of religion 
—these have all been events in the internal history 
of Christianity. The church has had to respond to 
them. Though it knew that such stories were not 
the truth about it, it willingly or unwillingly, 
sooner or later, recognized a truth about it in each 
one. In so far as it apprehended these events in its 
history, these descriptions and criticisms of itself, 
with the aid of faith in the God of Jesus Christ it 
discerned God’s judgment in them and made them 
occasions for active repentance. Such external his- 
tories have helped to keep the church from exalting 
itself as though its inner life rather than the God of 
that inner life were the center of its attention and 
the ground of its faith. They have reminded the 
church of the earthen nature of the vessel in which 
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the treasure of faith existed. In this practical way- 
external history has not been incompatible with 
inner life but directly contributory to it. 

Secondly, just because the Christian community 
remembers the revelatory moment in its own his- 
tory it is required to regard all events, even though 
it can see most of them only from an external point 
of view, as workings of the God who reveals him- 
self and so to trace with piety and disinterestedness, 
so far as its own fate is concerned, the ways of God 
in the lives of men. It is necessary for the Christian 
community, living in faith, to look upon all the 
events of time and to try to find in them the work- 
ings of one mind and -will. This is necessary because 
the God who is found in inner history, or rather 
who reveals himself there, is not the spiritual life 
but universal God, the creator not only of the 
events through which he discloses himself but also 
of all other happenings. The standpoint of the 
Christian community is limited, being in history, 
faith and sin. But what is seen from this standpoint 
is unlimited. Faith cannot get to God save through 
historic experience as reason cannot get to nature 
save through sense-experience. But as reason, hav- 
ing learned through limited experience an intelli- 
gible pattern of reality, can seek the evidence of a 
like pattern in all other experience, so faith having 
apprehended the divine self in its o-wn history, can 
and must look for the manifestation of the same 
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self in all other events. Thus prophets, for whom 
the revelation of God was connected with his 
mighty acts in the deliverance of Israel from bond- 
age, found the marks of that God’s working in the 
histories of all the nations. The Christian commu- 
nity must turn in hke manner from the revelation 
of the u ni versal God in a limited history to the 
recognition of his rule and providence in all events 
of all times and communities. Such histories must be 
regarded from the outside to be sure; in events so 
regarded the meeting of human and divine selves 
cannot be recorded, but all the secondary causes, 
all the factors of political and social life can be ap- 
proached with the firm conviction of an underly- 
ing unity due to the pervasive presence of the one 
divine self. It is not possible to describe external 
history by reference to miraculous deeds but the 
revelation of the one God makes it possible and 
necessary to approach the multiplicity of events in 
all times with the confidence that unity may be 
found, however hard the quest for it. Where faith 
is directed to many gods only pluralistic and un- 
connected histories can be written, if indeed there 
is any impulsion to miderstand or write history. 
Where, through a particular set of historical ex- 
periences, the conviction has been established that 
all events have one source and goal it becomes pos- 
sible to seek out the uniformities, the dependable 
patterns of process. That such history, though a 
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product of piety, is not pious history, designed to 
exalt the inner life of the rehgious community or 
to emphasize the importance of rehgious factors in 
social life, must be evident. A faithful external his- 
tory IS not interested in faith but m the ways of 
God, and the more faithful it is the less it may need 
to mention his name or refer to the revelation in 
which he was first apprehended, or rather in which 
he first apprehended the behever. In this sense an 
external history finds its startmg point or impulsion 
in an internal history. 

Not only is the external history of other selves 
and communities a necessary and possible work of 
faith on the part of Christians but an external his- 
tory of Itself is Its inescapable duty for two reasons. 
The revelation of God in history is, as we shall see, 
the revelation of a self. To know God is to be 
known of him, and therefore also to know the self 
as it is reflected in God. The church’s external his- 
tory of Itself may be described as an effort to see 
Itself with the eyes of God. The simultaneous, uni- 
fied knowledge from within and from without that 
Ave may ascribe to God is indeed impossible to men, 
but what is simultaneous in his case can in a measure 
be successive for us. The church cannot attain an 
inclusive, universal point of view but it can attempt 
to see the reflection of itself in the eyes of God. 
What it sees in that reflection is finite, created, lim- 
ited, corporeal being, alike in every respect to all 
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the Other beings of creations. To describe that 
vision m detail, to see the hmited, human character 
of its founder, the connections between itself and 
a Judaism to which it often, in false pride, feels su- 
perior, between its sacraments and mystery faiths, 
between Catholicism and feudalism, Protestantism 
and capitalism, to know itself as the chief of sinners 
and the most mortal of societies— all this is required 
of It by a revelation that has come to it through its 
history. 

Moreover, though there is no transition from 
external observation to internal participation save 
by decision and faith, yet it is also true that the 
internal life does not exist without external em- 
bodiment. The memory which we know within 
ourselves as pure activity must have some static 
aspect which an objective science, we may believe, 
will in time discover in the very structure of the 
neural system. What the neural system is to the 
memory of an individual self that books and monu- 
ments are to a common memory. Without the Bible 
and the rites of the institutional church the inner 
history of the Christian community could not con- 
tinue, however impossible it is to identify the mem- 
ory of that community with the documents. 
Though we cannot point to what we mean by rev- 
elation by directing attention to the historic facts 
as embodied and as regarded from without, we can 
have no continuing inner history through which 
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to point without embodiment. “Words without 
thoughts never to heaven go” but thoughts without 
words never remain on earth. Moreover such is the 
alternation of our life that the thought which be- 
comes a word can become thought again only 
through the mediation of the word, the word which 
becomes flesh can become word for us again only 
through the flesh. External history is the medium 
m which internal history exists and comes to life. 
Hence knowledge of its external history remains a 
duty of the church. 

In all this we have only repeated the paradox of 
Chalcedonian Christology and of the two-world 
ethics of Christianity. But it is necessary to repeat 
It in our time, especially in view of the all too simple 
definitions of history and revelation that fail to take 
account of the duality in union which is the nature 
of Christian life and history. 

We have not yet succeeded in saying what we 
mean by revelation but have indicated the sphere in 
which revelation is to be found. That sphere is in- 
ternal history, the story of what happened to us, 
the living memory of the community. Our further 
efforts must be directed to a somewhat more pre- 
cise determination of the area in which the revela- 
tory event is to be found. 



CHAPTER III 


REASONS OF THE HEART 


I. Imagination and Reason 

When Christians speak of revelation they point 
to history not as this can be known by external 
observers but as it is remembered by participating 
selves. Yet revelation does not simply mean inner 
history as a whole nor any arbitrarily chosen part 
of It. 

There are many obscure elements in remem- 
bered history which are neither intelligible in them- 
selves nor illuminative of other elements. Among 
these none are more obscure than the fateful facts 
of personal and communal self-conscious existence. 
We do not know why we are ourselves in our par- 
ticular time and place. Though from an external 
point of view explanations can be offered which 
account for the physical conditions of personal and 
social life, these give no answer to the questions 
about the origin, the meaning and the destiny of the 
self. The question why I am I, in this here and now, 
conditioned by and dependent on this body, and 
the equally difHcuIt questions communities must 
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raise about themselves indicate obscurities which 
reveal nothing. They must be illuminated them- 
selves if there is to be anything that can be called 
revelation. 

Our evil deeds are also obscure though they are 
well-remembered parts of our history as selves. 
Peter’s denials and Judas’ betrayal, together with a 
long succession of like events, are in the story of 
the Christian community as much as conversions 
and transfigurations are. These also are neither self- 
explanatory nor by themselves helpful toward the 
understanding of other experiences. This is true of 
pain endured as well as of suffering inflicted on 
others by our fault. There is no mystery of evil 
in history or nature regarded from without; in 
fact no evil of any sort is visible to the spectator 
who sees only impersonal necessity reigning among 
things. From the objective point of view betrayals 
and denials, pains and sufferings are merely facts, 
they occur without the participation of selves, call 
for no explanation differing in kind from explana- 
tions of other natural facts; they are as worthy of 
attention and as significant as the heroisms and loy- 
alties of men. Events can be evil only as they occur 
in the history of selves, as they are related to per- 
.sons who cause them or who suffer their effects. 
But the why and wherefore of evil in this context 
is a mystery and not a revelation. 

Further, we may remember in our past some mo- 



REASONS OF THE HEART 93 

ments of intense feeling when the sense of the 
numinous was strong, when majestic and awe- 
inspiring experience called forth strange emotions. 
But the emotion by itself revealed nothing and later 
experience often indicated that it was an madequate 
response to the situation, perhaps no more than a 
sense of frustration. It is not to any of these obscuri- 
ties in our inner history that we point when we 
speak of revelation. 

Revelation means for us that part of our inner 
history which illuminates the rest of it and which 
is itself intelhgible. Sometimes when we read a dif- 
ficult book, seeking to follow a complicated argu- 
ment, we come across a luminous sentence from 
which we can go forward and backward and so 
attain some understanding of the whole. Revela- 
tion is like that. In his Religion in the Making Pro- 
fessor Whitehead has written such illuminating 
sentences and one of them is this- “Rational religion 
appeals to the direct intuition of special occasions, 
and to the elucidatory power of its concepts for all 
occasions.” The special occasion to which we ap- 
peal in the Christian church is called Jesus Christ, 
in whom we see the righteousness of God, his 
power and wisdom. But from that special occasion 
we also derive the concepts which make possible 
the elucidation of all the events in our history. Rev- 
elation means this intelligible event which makes 
all other events intelligible. 



94 the meaning of revelation 

Such a revelation, rather than being contrary to 
reason in our life, is the discovery of rational pat- 
tern in it. Revelation means the point at which we 
can begin to think and act as members of an in- 
telligible and intelligent world of persons. The pat- 
tern, to be sure, is discovered in our personal and 
communal history, it is applicable to events as these 
are known by participating selves and never pri- 
marily or directly applicable to events as seen by 
non-participants. The obscurities which it explains 
are not those which bother us as observers of life 
but those which distress moral agents and sufferers. 
To use Pascal’s phrase here, it is the heart and not 
the head which finds its reason in revelation. This 
does not mean that the reason of the heart is in 
conflict with the reason of the head or that the 
relations between the two are not very close. It does 
mean that the reason which is correlate with rev- 
elation IS pracucal reason, or the reason of a self 
rather than of impersonal mind, it implies that the 
conflict of practical reason is with practical irra- 
tionality as pure reason is at war with irrationality 
in the head and not with reason in the heart. When 
we use revelation as the basis of our reasoning we 
seek to conquer the evil imaginations of the heart 
and not the adequate images of an observing mind. 

Reflection on the relations of reason and imagi- 
nation may assist us at this point in understanding 
how revelation is a rational principle, so that when 
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we speak of it we point to that occasion in our his- 
tory which enables us to understand. We make a 
false distinction when we so separate reason and 
imagination as to make the former the arbiter in 
our knowledge of the external world while we re- 
gard the iimer life as the sphere of the latter. Under 
the influence of this distinction we are likely to re- 
gard the stories of our inner life as poetic in char- 
acter, the product of fancy; so we cdl them myths, 
contrasting them with the surer knowledge of fact 
which we believe ourselves to possess as rational 
observers of external events. Then Christianity is 
classified with poetry not only in the true sense, as 
dealing with selves, values and enduring time, but 
also in the wrong sense as permitting poetic license 
and the use of fictions in its explanation of history. 
This allocation of reason and imagination to sep- 
arate spheres is doubly false, for in our knowledge 
of the external world we must employ imagination 
and in our interpretation of inner history we can- 
not get along without reason. Reason and imagina- 
tion are both necessary in both spheres. 

The role which imagination plays in the natural 
sciences is so great that some notable practitioners 
of the scientific method are inclined to believe that 
their pictures of the world are wholly poetic. In our 
ordinary lay knowledge of nature we find it neces- 
sary to use imagination constantly in order that we 
may interpret the bits of sensation which come to 
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US. The jostling mob of confused, unintelligible, 
meaningless, visual and auditory sensations is made 
to march in order by a mmd which approaches and 
apprehends them with some total image. We hasten 
to meet the sensations that come to us with anticipa- 
tions of our own. We do not hear isolated ejacu- 
lations, separate and therefore meaningless words 
but apprehend each sound in a context that we in 
part supply. By means of ideas we interpret as we 
sense, and sense as we interpret. We anticipate con- 
nections between sensations before they are given 
and through imagination supply what is lacking in 
the immediate datum. So we may apprehend the 
meaning of a brown, rough texture of certain size 
and shape as the bark of a tree, or as a tree, or even 
as an experience of the adaptation of hfe to its 
environment. In such knowing of things everything 
depends upon the continuous conversation between 
sensation and imagination. W^e are not easily de- 
ceived by sensation but are fooled by a false im- 
agination which interprets some sense-datum as 
part of a whole context to which it does not belong 
according to repeated, critical and common experi- 
ence. By using concepts, images, patterns— be they 
visual images or the refined symbols of language 
and mathematics— which do not apply to the ex- 
perience at hand we are led to false expectations 
and to inept reactions. In the darkness a perverse 
imagination interprets the visual impression of one 
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side and section of the tree trunk so as to make, a 
ghost out of the whole, in a moment of inattention 
I accept the word “bark” as part of a sentence about 
a dog rather than about a tree. In these cases it is 
not sensaaon but imagmauon which has been in 
error. Reason does not dispense with imagination 
but seeks to employ apt images and patterns 
whereby an otherwise inscrutable sensation be- 
comes a true symbol of a reahty whose other as- 
pects, as anticipated m the image, are available to 
common experience. The mam sources of error in 
such knowledge of nature seem to be the use of 
false images, the purely reflective combination of 
images and patterns in the mind without constant 
reference to sensation in which mental expectations 
are fulfilled or denied, and such an absolute iden- 
tification of images with things that all criticism of 
the former is made impossible and all response to 
the latter is channeled m customary ways. In our 
external knowledge reason is right imagination; far 
from ruling out imagination reason depends upon 
its development, so that those most ethereal of 
poets, the pure mathematicians, become the spies 
of man’s intelligence service and the pioneers of his 
dominion over nature. 

In the internal knowledge of ourselves in our 
own history reason and imagination are similarly 
combined. Here the brute data which compare 
with sensations in external knowledge are the af- 
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fections of the self. Pain and pleasure here are not 
physical states primarily, what is important about 
them is that they are ours; they occur m our bodies, 
directly or sympathetically, and so become )oys and 
sorrows of the self, they are states of the soul. Noth- 
ing happens without the participation of our bodies, 
but the affecuons of the soul come to us through 
and in our social body almost as much as in our 
individual structure. We suffer with and in our 
commumty and there we also rejoice. With joys 
and sorrows, fears, hopes, loves, hates, pride, humil- 
ity, and anger combine. And none of these affec- 
tions remains uninterpreted. We meet each one 
with an imagination whereby we supply what is 
lacking in the immediate datum and are enabled to 
respond, rightly or wrongly, to a whole of reality 
of which this affection is for us a symbol and a part. 
In this realm all our images seem to be personal. 
We cannot think here with the aid of impersonal 
ideas, we cannot use machines as our models or 
mathematical formulae as our patterns. Inevitably, 
though we be disciplined in our external knowl- 
edge never to use the images of persons, when we 
interpret affections of the soul we use subjects for 
our ideas. This use of imagination is something 
quite different from mythology, which is the em- 
ployment of personal images in objective knowl- 
edge where it is always deceptive, leading to unful- 
fillable expectations and to inept actions on external 
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objects. The question which is relevant for the life 
of the self among selves is not whether personal 
images should be employed but only what personal 
images are right and adequate and which are evil 
imaginations of the heart. 

Evil imaginations in this realm are shown to be 
evil by their consequences to selves and communi- 
ties just as erroneous concepts and hypotheses in 
external knowledge are shown to be fallacious by 
their results. Some instances of evil imaginations of 
the heart will assist toward the clarification of the 
relationship between imagmation and reason in this 
sphere. In various forms of insanity imagination and 
reason are not lacking but wrong images are em- 
ployed by reason. The deluded person interprets 
all that happens to him but does so by means of 
inept patterns. His fears are real but he regards 
them as symbols of a great persecution directed 
against him; his hopes are signs of his greatness, his 
emotions of love may be indications to him of a 
mythical marriage. The images are false; his inter- 
pretations are unsupported by what other members 
of his community experience, hence he cuts himself 
off and is cut off from commerce with others and 
retires at last into the frustration of utter solitude. 
The case is similar with all those feelings of su- 
periority and inferiority which bhght the lives of 
men. An evil imagination of the heart interprets 
every sorrow as due to the pride of others or the 
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inadequacy of the self; imagmation deepens the 
sense of injury while responses are of a sort that 
increases the ahenauon of the person from his com- 
pamons. In the social sphere the prevalence of such 
images is all too apparent to our time. The sorrows 
of the poor— no matter how much an external 
analysis accounts for their poverty by reference 
to economic movements and dislocations— are per- 
sonal sorrows which require a personal explanation 
and this is offered m the image of wilfully selfish 
capitalists against whom emotions of personal anger 
are aroused. No less do the rich with their own 
woes— so poorly based to the external view on 
physical pain— imagine foreign agitators, trade 
unionists, statesmen and politicians to be respon- 
sible for their discontent and act accordingly. 
Again the image of the depraved race, now in the 
form of a Semitic, now of a Germanic, now of a 
Negro, now of a Japanese people, is used for the 
interpretation of social and individual sorrow. 
These are evil imaginanons, resulting m continued 
conflict, in the impoverishment and destruction of 
selves both as agents and as sufferers. They present 
us with a world of confused personal agencies; these 
pluralistic patterns refuse to be combined into an 
integrated system. The images vary from day to 
day, from person to person. Arbitrariness and iso- 
lated subjectivity are the characteristic feamres of 
the world of selves understood by means of these 
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imaginations of the heart. The animism of primitive 
life has its counterpart in every period of human 
history. 

The image which the heart or the practical rea- 
son employs above all others in apprehending and 
understanding its affections is that of a dramatic 
action in which the self is the protagonist. Egotism 
is not only a characteristic of the will but also of 
the imagination, and appears in the tendency of the 
person to impute to all other selves the same inter- 
est in itself which it feels. In religion the joys and 
sorrows of the soul are referred to God as their 
source but God is thought to cause joy and sorrow 
purely because of his pleasure or displeasure in the 
self. Every pain raises the question, “How have I 
displeased him^” and every joy is thought to be 
based on a favor which is due to the self’s meritori- 
ous action. The group also thinks of itself as in the 
center. So all nations tend to regard themselves as 
chosen peoples. Defeated or victorious they only 
become more aware of themselves, using both pain 
and pleasure to fortify themselves in the conviction 
that aU the world is centered in their destiny. Such 
imagination can never enter into the knowledge of 
another self; it is always the “I” that is known and 
never the “Thou.” The self lives in a real isolation 
in which others serve only as mirrors in which the 
ego is reflected. Moreover the picture of the self 
which this imagination uses is likely to be a wholly 
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fanciful one, since it is not subject to the criticism 
of other selves. 

These images of an animistic and self-centered 
world, whether in ancient or modern forms, are 
unable to make sense out of our history and our 
fate. Though they be applicable within narrow 
limits when they are subordinate to grander hy- 
potheses, they leave great areas of life unexplained 
and when they are the ultimate images of the heart 
they lead to confusion and disaster. When we rea- 
son with their aid most sufferings and joys remain 
unintelligible. Evil and selfhood are left as mys- 
teries. Solipsism in thought and action or irrational 
pluralism in theory and practice are the conse- 
quences. The impoverishment and alienation of the 
self, as well as the destruction of others, issues from 
a reasoning of the heart that uses evil imaginations. 

This seems to be our situation in the world of 
selves apart from revelation. We have some pat- 
terns which we can employ in understanding our 
joys and sorrows but for the most part they are not 
only inadequate, leaving us ignorant, but evil, tend- 
ing to lead to destruction. 

When we see the errors in animistic and self- 
centered reasoning we are tempted to turn away 
entirely from conceptions which make use of the 
idea of selves. We try to employ in the understand- 
ing of personal relations the images which we have 
learned to use with some success in our external, 
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non-parucipatmg knowledge of things. We seek 
to understand ourselves and others as beings with- 
out selves— things that are to be understood in a 
context of things. So we interpret the criminal as 
the necessary end-product of a senes of hereditary 
and environmental causes. We speak of those who 
cause us pain as maladjusted persons and use the 
same figure of speech m explaining our own sins 
and sorrows. The word is significant, for adjust- 
ments and maladjustments are primarily operations 
carried out on things without their consent or par- 
ticipation. We interpret the conflict between rich 
and poor as the consequence of economic evolution 
in which impersonal factors are decisive; machines 
and markets, conditions of production and distribu- 
tion rather than the good or evil wills of men ac- 
count for the miseries of the proletariat and the 
fears of the bourgeoisie. Nations are understood as 
geographic, biological and economic units that can- 
not help being what they are and doing what they 
do. They are to be dealt with, therefore, without 
praise and blame as one deals with undernourished 
bodies or with maladjusted carburetors. We use 
similar images to understand the history of our re- 
ligion or of our church. So the heart reasons with 
ideas borrowed from the head; the participant in 
life uses the images of an observer of life’s external 
aspects. When we think in this way it is unneces- 
sary to refer to revelation as the intuition of a spe- 
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cial occasion; the concepts we employ are related 
CO no paracular occasion but are impersonal, quan- 
titaove and non-historical. 

The mtimate relations which obtain between the 
pure and the practical reasons, between the con- 
templative and the participatmg lives, doubtless 
make such impersonal reasoning necessary and 
fruitful. Physiological, economic and psychological 
mterpretations of men, races and nations are an 
inescapable element in all responsible dealing with 
persons and communities. But that the mechanical 
or at least impersonal model of the observer is a 
myth when used primarily or exclusively in un- 
derstandmg and responding to selves two consider- 
ations indicate quite clearly. The first is that no 
man in the situation of a participant in hfe actually 
succeeds in mterpreting and dealing with other 
human beings on this level; the second is that the 
impersonal account leaves large areas of our experi- 
ence unrationalized and uncontrolled. 

Alany illustrations of the first point may be found 
in history. The inconsistency which is an element 
m every great philosophy that begins with observa- 
tion and ends with acaon bears testimony to the 
inadequacy of the impersonal point of view. When 
Plato turns seriously from philosophy to politics, 
as m the Laws, the forms or ideas yield their pre- 
eminent place to God and the soul. When Spinoza 
makes his transition from metaphysics to ethics and 
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seeks to show men a way of salvation he does not 
succeed in keeping his images of man and God on 
the impersonal plane. The so-called scientific so- 
cialism of Marx abandons the impersonal images of 
the social process as soon as it moves to action. As 
active revolutionaries, communists do not regard 
the might of the proletariat as the historically rela- 
tive product of economic evolution and the basis 
of their right, rather they believe that this might 
has a right to be mighty because it will establish uni- 
versal equality, freedom and happiness. Moving to 
action they abandon the position of spectators for 
whom capitalists must simply be what they are and 
now blame them for being unjust. Valency is trans- 
formed into value for persons, and instead of im- 
personal processes personal motives are analyzed 
when the transition is made from external knowl- 
edge to participation. Scientific humanism, also, 
must actually give up the interpretation of human 
relations in impersonal terms when it proceeds to 
action, no matter how much it denies in words the 
fact that it does so. A psychologist choosing his 
vocation or promising to love and cherish a life- 
partner cannot act on the hypothesis that there is 
no consciousness of self and no self but only an 
impersonal process of mind or matter. In decision 
and action the images used in observation are inept 
and must actually give way to ideas of selves and of 
values for selves. Positivists who affirm that terms 
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of praise and blame are meaningless yet tend in 
times of dispute with those whom they call ob- 
scurantists to praise and blame as if there were per- 
sons before them and as if there were a value in 
their own view, as if truth made a difference to 
persons. A strange blindness often afflicts those 
who believe that they employ the strictly imper- 
sonal and descriptive method in all affairs of life, 
they do not see how they abandon this method 
themselves in every decision to publish their ideas 
and in all their identification of themselves with 
their thoughts. The participant in life simply can- 
not escape thinking in terms of persons and of 
values. It would be possible to do so only if he 
could depersonalize the self, become a body with- 
out an inner hfe, without joys and sorrows, loves 
and hates, without neighbors, without hope or fear 
—a thing in a world of things. But in such a world 
no truth would ever need to be uttered; existence 
without worth or unworthiness would be all in all. 
The images of the observational method are so out 
of place in the life of participation that they must 
be abandoned m favor of other ideas or surrepti- 
tiously modified when employed by moral agents 
in moments of decisive action. 

The alternative to inconsistency in this transition 
from the method of observation to personal par- 
ticipation, while employing the impersonal pat- 
terns of thought relevant to the former, is the 
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abandonment of the practical, moral life to the 
irrationality of passion or of custom. Some posi- 
tivists dismiss all judgments about value, all religious 
affirmations, all references to selves as meaningless 
because they cannot be translated mto words re- 
ferring to sense-experience or because they cannot 
be understood by means of the impersonal images 
of natural science Morality, politics, religion are 
simply unintelligible and irrational, they say. But 
the actuality of value-judgments, of religious devo- 
tion, of self-consciousness and consciousness of 
other selves, of the world of relations between 
selves, cannot be dismissed with the statement that 
these things are unintelligible. The consequence of 
declaring any part of human experience and action 
to be beyond reason is not to eliminate it from 
existence but to leave it subject to unregulated 
passion, to uncriticized custom, or to the evil imag- 
inations of the heart. Anyone who affirms the irra- 
tionality of the moral and religious life simply aban- 
dons the effort to disciplme this life, to find right 
images by means of which to understand himself, 
his sorrows and joys. Such positivism leaves the 
door of human moral life wide open to the appear- 
ance of anarchy and the sway of primitive emotion 
accompanied by primitive mythology. The way 
out of the dilemma which many exponents of this 
way of thinking adopt is to accept and to advise 
their disciples to follow the customary morahty 
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of the group in which they live. Thereby they 
acknowledge the reality of the moral, practical life 
and the limitation of their rational method to the 
world of things, but they allow custom to pursue 
its uncriticized way, surrcndermg the effort to dis- 
cover and to extend the power of rational principles 
in it. 

These considerations, among others, indicate not 
that the life of personal selves is beyond reason but 
that the patterns which pure or scientific reason 
employs in understanding the behavior of things 
are inapplicable to the personal sphere. If ethics, 
politics, religion— the whole complex of personal 
relations— are to be understood and rescued from 
the rule of chance imagination, if they are to be 
made “scientific,” it must be by some other method 
than through the transfer to them of images and 
patterns employed by contemplative reason observ- 
ing a world of things. The errors and superstitions 
fostered by bad imagination in this realm cannot be 
overcome by eliminating ideas of self and of value 
for selves but only by more adequate images of the 
same order. 

The heart must reason; the participating self can- 
not escape the necessity of looking for pattern and 
meaning in its life and relations. It cannot make a 
choice between reason and imagination but only 
between reasoning on the basis of adequate images 
and thinking with the aid of evil imaginations. 
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Neither the primiuve unages of animism nor the 
impersonal patterns of modem scienafic, or indeed 
of any kmd of purely contemplative, thought sup- 
ply a basis for the raaonal underst anding of the self 
m its communin'’ and history. But there is an image 
neither evil nor inadequate which enables the heart 
to understand and the event through which that 
image is giv'en them Christians call their revelation. 

II. Interpretation through Revelation 

By revelaaon m our history, then, we mean that 
special occasion which provides us 'with an image 
by means of w'hich all the occasions of personal 
and common hfe become intelligible. What con- 
cerns us at this point is not the fact that the revela- 
tory moment shines by its own light and is intelli- 
gible in itself but rather that it illuminates other 
events and enables us to understand them. What- 
ever else revelation means it does mean an event in 
our history w'hich brings rationality and ’W’^holeness 
into the confused joys and sorrows of personal 
existence and allows us to discern order in the brawl 
of communal histones. Such revelation is no sub- 
stitute for reason; the illumination it supphes does 
not excuse the mind from labor, but it does give to 
that mind the impulsion and the first principles it 
requires if it is to be able to do its proper work. In 
this sense we may say that the revelatory moment 
is revelatory because it is rational, because it makes 
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the understanding of order and meaning in personal 
history possible. Through it a pattern of dramatic 
unity becomes apparent with the aid of which the 
heart can understand what has happened, is hap- 
pening and will happen to selves in their commu- 
nity. Why we must call this a dramatic pattern and 
how It differs from the conceptual patterns of the 
observer’s reason can be most clearly indicated 
through an examination of the way m which the 
heart uses it to understand life’s meaning. 

First of all, the revelatory moment is one which 
makes our past intelligible. Through it we under- 
stand what we remember, remember what we have 
forgotten and appropriate as our own past much 
that seemed alien to us. In the life of an individual 
a great occasion may make significant and intelli- 
gible the apparently haphazard course of his earlier 
existence, all that has happened to him may then 
assume continuity and pattern as it is related to the 
moment for which he knows himself to have been 
born. So prophets, being called to prophecy, may 
understand with Jeremiah how birth and nurture 
were for them an ordination to their office or an 
Augustine may see blessing even in the “sin which 
brought so great a salvation.” When Israel focussed 
its varied and disordered recollections of a nomad 
past, of tribal bickerings and alien tyrannies in the 
revelatory event of its deliverance and choice to be 
a holy people, then it found there hitherto un- 
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guessed meaning and unity. What had been a “tale 
told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying 
nothing,” became a grand epic; every line, stanza 
and canto fell into its proper place. The tribal 
chants, the legends of the unheroic past were not 
forgotten, they were remembered in a new con- 
nection; meanings hitherto hidden became clear. 
To be sure, the labor of prophets and poets and 
priests who searched the memories of Israel and or- 
dered them with the aid of the revelatory image 
was necessary before a unified understanding could 
be achieved. They had to carry the light of rev- 
elation into their past; revelation did not excuse the 
reasoning heart from toil but equipped it with the 
instrument whereby it could understand what it 
remembered. So the Scriptures were written not 
as the history of revelation only but as the history 
of Israel understood and unified by means of revela- 
tion. The labor of Israel in seeking to understand 
the past has never been completed, being continued 
by the rabbis of a later and the present day; but the 
revelatory occasion and idea have remained con- 
stant. 

In the Christian church the function of the rev- 
elation in Jesus Christ has been similar. Through 
it the early apostles understood and interpreted the 
memories not only of Hebrew but also of Gentile 
Christians. The whole past of the human race as- 
sumed for them a unity and sigaif^^i^pe that had 
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been lacking in the national and religious recollec- 
tions of men. That Jesus had been born m the full- 
ness of time meant that all things which had gone 
before seemed to conspire toward the realization of 
this event. Not only the religion of the Hebrews 
but the philosophy of the Greeks also was now 
intelligible as prophecy of the coming of a great 
salvation. The work of the apostles has been car- 
ried on through the following ages of the church. 
The rise and fall of pagan empires as well as the 
destiny of the chosen people, Socrates’ martyrdom 
as well as Jeremiah’s, the wanderings of Greeks as 
well as of Hebrews, have come to be understood 
not simply as illustrations of a general principle of 
creative love and judgment in history but as parts 
of one inclusive process. The work has not been 
completed, for the past is infinite, and thought, even 
with the aid of revelation, is painful, and doubt as- 
sails the human heart. But for the Christian church 
the whole past is potentially a single epic. In the 
presence of the revelatory occasion it can and must 
remember in tranquillity the long story of human 
ascent from the dust, of descent into the sloughs of 
brutality and sin, the nameless sufferings of untold 
numbers of generations, the groaning and travailing 
of creation until now— all that otherwise is remem- 
bered only with despair. There is no part of that 
past that can be ignored or regarded as beyond pos- 
sibility of redemption from meaninglessness. And 
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it IS the abihty of the revelaaon to save all the past 
from senselessness that is one of the marks of its 
revelatory character. 

By reasoning on the basis of revelation the heart 
not only understands what it remembers but is en- 
abled and driven to remember what it had for- 
gotten. When we use msuflicient and evil images 
of the personal or social self we drop out of our 
consciousness or suppress those memories which 
do not fit m with the picture of the self we cherish. 
We bury our folhes and our transgressions of our 
own law, our departures from our own ideal, in the 
depths of our unconsciousness. We also forget 
much that seems to us trivial, since it does not make 
sense when mterpreted by means of the idolatrous 
image. We do not destroy this past of ours; it is 
indestructible. We carry it with us; its record is 
written deep into our hves. We only refuse to 
acknowledge it as our true past and try to make it 
an alien thing— something that did not happen to 
our real selves. So our national histories do not re- 
call to the consciousness of citizens the crimes and 
absurdities of past social conduct, as our written 
and unwritten autobiographies fail to mention our 
shame. But this unremembered past endures. An 
external view can see its embodiment in the bound- 
aries of nations, in the economic status of groups, 
such as that of Negroes in America, in folkwa}^ 
and customs whose origins have been forgotten, in 
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national policies and in personal habits. When we 
hve and act in accordance with our inward social 
constitution in which there are class and race divi- 
sions, prejudices, assumptions about the things we 
can and cannot do, we are constrained by the un- 
conscious past. Our buried past is mighty, the 
ghosts of our fathers and of the selves that we have 
been haunt our days and nights though we refuse 
to acknowledge their presence. 

The revelatorj’^ event resurrects this buried past. 
It demands and permits that we bring into the light 
of attention our betrayals and denials, our follies 
and sins. There is nothing in our lives, in our auto- 
biographies and our social histories, that does not 
fit in. In the personal inner life revelation requires 
the heart to recall the sins of the self and to confess 
fully what it shuddered to remember. Every great 
confession, such as Augustme’s or St. Paul’s, indi- 
cates how this rationalizing of the past takes place. 
And every social history, not least that of the 
church Itself, when recollected in the light of rev- 
elation, becomes a confession of sin. It is true that 
in this realm the work of revelation has never been 
completed and that, indeed, m many spheres it has 
not even been started. Yet it is also true that for 
Christians critical history of self and community, 
wherein the foi^tten past is recollected, is the 
possible and necessary consequence of revelation. 

The third function of revelation with respect to 
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the past we may call appropriation. When men 
enter into a new commumty they not only share 
the present life of their new compamons but also 
adopt as their own the past history of their fellows. 
So immigrants do not become true members of the 
American commumty until they have learned to 
call the Pilgrims and the men of 1776 their fathers 
and to regard the torment of the Civil War as some- 
how their own. Where common memory is lack- 
ing, where men do not share in the same past there 
can be no real commumty, and where community 
is to be formed common memory must be created; 
hence the msistence on the teaching of history in 
modern national commumties. But by the aid of 
such provincial memories only partial pasts can 
be appropriated and only hmited human communi- 
ties can be formed. To Christians the revelatory 
moment is not only somethmg they can all remem- 
ber as having happened in their common past, be 
they Hebrews or Greeks, slaves or free, Europeans 
or Africans or Americans or Asiatics, medieval men 
or modern. It becomes an occasion for appropriat- 
ing as their own the past of all human groups. 
Through Jesus Christ Christians of all races recog- 
nize the Hebrews as their fathers; they build into 
their lives as Englishmen or as Americans, as Italians 
or Germans, the memories of Abraham’s loyalty, of 
Moses’ heroic leadership, of prophetic denuncia- 
tions and comfortings. All that has happened to the 
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Strange and wandering people of God becomes a 
part of their own past. But Jesus Christ is not only 
the Jew who suffered for the sins of Jews and so 
for our own sins, he is also the member of the 
Roman world-community through whom the 
Roman past is made our own. The history of em- 
pire through which his life and death must be under- 
stood IS the history of our empire. Beyond all that, 
he is the man through whom the whole of human 
history becomes our history. Now there is nothing 
that is alien to us. All the struggles, searchings after 
light, all the wanderings of all the peoples, all the 
sins of men in aU places become parts of our past 
through him. We must remember them all as hav- 
ing happened in and to our community. Through 
Christ we become immigrants into the empire of 
God which extends over all the world and learn to 
remember the history of that empire, that is of men 
in all times and places, as our history. 

Such interpretation and apprehension of our 
past, such rauonalization of aU that has happened 
in our history is not an intellectual exercise but a 
moral event. The heart of the participating self is 
engaged m this work and through it the soul is re- 
constructed. For the past which we remember 
through Jesus Christ is not the serial but the endur- 
ing past. When we speak of the past in internal 
history we do not refer to events which no longer 
have reality in the world; we mean our constitu- 
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tion, OUT enduring inheritance. Our past is what we 
are, since what c are nov\ is the impulse and the 
go, the habit, custom, commitment to community 
and prmciple, \i hich an external view refers to 
causes no longer existent but which from the in- 
ternal xdewpomt have their origin and meaning in 
the self and its communitv. Our past is our present 
in the drives, desires, instincts which an external 
tnew traces to our animal origm, it is present in the 
ways of social behavior that an observing history 
derives from forces operative long ago but which 
make us what we are. Our past is our present in our 
conscious and unconscious memorx”. To understand 
such a present past is to understand one’s self and, 
through understanding, to reconstruct. The appre- 
hension and interpretation of our living past 
through the revelatory moment may be likened to 
the psv’chiatrist’s method of seeking to induce a 
total recall on the part of a patient or of bringing 
into the light of day what had been a source of 
anguish while it remained suppressed. To remem- 
ber all that is in our past and so in our present is to 
achieve urnty of self. To remember the human past 
as our own past is to achieve community with man- 
kind. Such conversion of the memory is an impor- 
tant, indispensable part of the soul’s conversion. 
Vl^thout the integration of the personal and social 
past there can be no present integrity of the self nor 
anything like human brotherhood. Through Jesus 
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Christ Christians can and must turn again and again 
to history, making the sins and the faiths of their 
fathers and brothers their own faiths and sms. 

That such conversion is not easily completed 
but rather a permanent revolutionary movement is 
evident. It must go on throughout the whole of a 
life-time because the past is infinite and because sin 
enters anew in repeated efforts to separate our- 
selves from God and our fellow-men through the 
separation of our past from them. So the Christian 
church sins anew in separating its past from that of 
the Hebrews, or in attempting to eliminate from its 
history part of the common life, as when Protes- 
tants try to forget medieval Christian history or 
Catholics regard the development since the Ref- 
ormation as no true part of their story. The con- 
version of the past must be continuous because the 
problems of reconciliation arise in every present. 
Today, for instance, the reconciliation of the vari- 
ous parties and sections of the Christian church is 
not only desirable but imperative. The obstacles to 
that reunion are multifarious, but one of the great- 
est of them is that every part of disunited Christen- 
dom interprets its past through an image of itself 
and holds fast without repentance to that image. 
It carries with it a great wealth and burden of tradi- 
tion, but acknowledges and confesses only that part 
of it which fits in with a self-centered image. Hence 
each part of Christendom is unable to understand 
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what Other parts mean with their theologies, rituals, 
orders and systems of ethics. Moreover the groups 
use their separate histones as means for defending 
themselves agamst the criticism of others and as 
weapons for warfare upon rival parties. We cannot 
become mtegrated parts of one common church un- 
til we each remember our whole past, with its sins, 
through Jesus Christ and appropriate each other’s 
pasts. There wiU be no umon of Cathohcs and Prot- 
estants unul through the common memory of Jesus 
Christ the former repent of the sin of Peter and the 
latter of the sin of Luther, imtil Protestants ac- 
knowledge Thomas Aqumas as one of their fathers, 
the Inquisition as their own sin and Ignatius Loyola 
as one of their own Reformers, until Catholics have 
canonized Luther and Calvin, done repentance for 
Protestant nationalism, and appropriated Schleier- 
macher and Barth as their theologians. In the nar- 
rower sphere of Protestant reunion this work of re- 
constructing the past through Jesus Christ must go 
on very dihgently before we can be truly one. No 
mere desire to overcome differences of opinion is 
of any avail unless it expresses itself in such re- 
interpretation and appropriation of what lies back 
of opinion— the memory. The adoption of John 
Wesley into their own history by Anglicans, of 
Calvin and Zwingli by Lutherans, of Fox and 
Woolman by orthodox Protestants is not only a 
necessary prelude to union; it is union. All such 
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recall and interpretauon of the past is impossible 
when we use the images of Luther, Wesley, Calvin 
and Fox or of the segments of history connected 
with such names. We cannot understand Calvin 
through Fox nor Wesley through Laud. We need 
a larger pattern, a more inclusive hypothesis 
through which to understand each other’s and our 
own memories. Such a pattern we have in the rev- 
elation of Jesus Christ. In him we see the sin of man, 
not of some men, in him we find the faith of man, 
not of Protestants or Catholics, of Lutherans or 
Presbyterians. He reveals the faith and the sin of 
all the fathers of all the churches, through him we 
can repent of our own fathers’ sms and gratefully 
adopt as our own the faithful, sinful fathers of those 
from whom we are now separated. 

The problem of human reunion is greater than 
the problem of church reunion. It also must be ap- 
proached through memory. The measure of our 
distance from each other in our nations and groups 
can be taken by noting the divergence, the separate- 
ness and lack of sympathy in our social memories. 
Conversely the measure of our unity is the extent of 
our common memory. As in the United States, 
North and South give evidence of present disorder 
through the recollection of sectional histories and 
bear witness to union through histories wherein 
Lee is a national hero and Lincoln a common de- 
liverer, so in mankind national histories testify to 
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actual animosities or isolations while common mem- 
ories indicate true peace. Our human history cannot 
be reconstructed save with the aid of repentance 
and faith, none of the national images men employ 
in interpreting and recalling their past suffice to 
bring unity. But in Jesus Christ Christians recall and 
appropriate as their own all that men have done and 
suffered in the one human world where there are 
neither Jews nor Greeks, neither Orientals nor Oc- 
cidentals. 

Revelation does not accomplish the work of 
conversion, the reasoning heart must search out 
memory and bring to light forgotten deeds. But 
without the revelatory image this work does not 
seem possible. In the reconstruction of our living 
past revelation is the hand-maid of reason; yet the 
figure is misleading for the partnership is not one 
of mastery and servitude but of indispensable co- 
operation. Without revelation reason is limited and 
guided into error, without reason revelation illumi- 
nates only itself. 

The heart must reason not only about and in the 
past but in the present too. We do not call those 
events in our history revelation which cast no light 
upon the things that are happening to us or which 
we now do in the company of other selves. If our 
past in inner history is everything we carry with 
us, or what we are, our present is our action, our 
doing and our suffering of deeds done to us. As an 
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evil imagination hides from us what we are so it 
also obscures what we are doing. The words of 
Jesus on the cross, “Father, forgive them, they 
know not what they do,” are applicable to us in 
every moment. We are particularly aware of this 
in umes of great social crisis when our complacent 
dogmatism is shattered and we realize that what 
is going on and what we are participating in is too 
great for our imagination or interpretation. We 
have no pattern of personal thought inclusive and 
clear enough to allow us to discern any orderly 
connections between the wild and disturbed actions 
of men and nations. We do not know what we are 
doing by our aggressions and participations, our in- 
actions and isolations from conflict. We move from 
day to day, from moment to moment, and are often 
blown about by many winds of political and social 
doctrine. What the sources and what the issues of 
our deeds and sufferings may be remains obscure. 

In our smaller commumties, in our families and 
with our friends the same ignorance is our portion. 
We do not know as parents, save in fragmentary 
ways, what we are doing to our children. We do 
not understand what our most intimate friends, or 
our husbands and wives are doing to us and neither 
do they know. 

As we move about among these mists we employ 
imaginations of the heart to make intelligible in a 
narrow sphere the actions and sufferings of selves. 
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So we interpret international events by means of 
the pattern of a national peace, conceiving this 
peace as absence of disturbance of our customary 
conduct, or we use the ancient image of the war 
between darkness and light to understand and jus- 
tify our defense and aggression. We understand 
the meaning of strikes and of unemployment with 
the aid of an hypothesis which makes our con- 
tinued possession of advantages or otherwise, the 
victory of our class, the central value. We use the 
images of French or Russian Revolutions, with ac- 
cent on the fate of persons, as the concepts by 
means of which to understand what is going on. 
Ideal patterns of domestic peace, of parental au- 
thority, of mother love or friendly loyalty become 
the explanations of what we are doing and suffer- 
ing. In all this effort to understand or at least to 
justify our actions the self is likely to remain the 
central figure. We explain ourselves by ourselves or 
by means of the picture we have made of ourselves. 
So in the Christian church we dramatize our selves, 
thinking of this community as the world’s savior by 
great deeds of teaching or noble sufferings. But 
with the aid of such patterns we succeed more in 
obscuring than in illuminating what we are 
doing. 

This becomes apparent when we bring to bear 
upon our actions the larger image given us in rev- 
elation. Through the cross of Christ we gain a new 
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understanding of the present scene, we note rela- 
tions previously ignored, find explanations of our 
actions hitherto undreamed of. Deeds and suffer- 
ings begin to compose themselves into a total pic- 
ture of sigmficant action in which the self no longer 
occupies the center. We now begin to comprehend 
the tragedy of contemporary life as a connected, 
unified affair in which one act succeeds another 
by a moral necessity in view of the great divine, 
dominating purpose. 

First of all, in interpreting our present, we use 
the hfe and death of Christ as a parable and an anal- 
ogy. The scribes and Pharisees now sit in Peter’s 
seat, and in the churches of St. Paul priests plot de- 
fense against the disturber of the people, disciples 
are corrupted by thirty pieces of silver, money- 
changers and those who sell human victims for 
vain sacrifices conspire with Pilates who wash their 
bloody hands in pubhc, poor unreasoning soldiers 
commit sins which are not their own; betrayals and 
denials take place in every capital, and so, out of 
cumulative self-deceit and treachery, out of great 
ignorance, out of false fears and all the evil imagi- 
nations of the heart, crosses are constructed not 
only for thieves but for the sons of God. We see 
through the use of the great parable how bodies 
are now being broken for our sake and how for the 
remission of our sins the blood of innocents is being 
shed. Not with complete clarity, to be sure, yet as 
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in a glass darkly, wc can discern in the contem- 
porary confusion of our lives the evidence of a pat- 
tern in which, by great travail of men and God, a 
work of redemption goes on which is like the work 
of Christ. ^Ve learn to know what w'e are doing and 
what IS being done to us — how by an infinite suffer- 
ing of the eternal victim we are condemned and for- 
given at the same time, how an infinite loyalty re- 
fuses to abandon us either to evil or to nothingness, 
but works at our salvaaon with a tenacity we are 
tempted to deplore. The story of Jesus, and par- 
ticularly of his passion, is the great illustration that 
enables us to say, “What we are now doing and 
suffering is hke this.” 

Yet we employ the revelatory moment as more 
than parable or analogy It is the rational image, by 
Its means we not only try to understand what our 
actions and sufferings are like, but what they really 
are. In theology, therefore, we tend to turn awa\ 
from the preacher’s use of the great history as 
parable and to think m conceptual terms. From the 
great occasion we abstract general ideas of an im- 
personal character which wc find illustrated also in 
other occasions. So we speak of original sin and the 
forgiveness of sins, of reconciliation, of the prin- 
ciple of obedience as manifested in Jesus, of the 
meaning of suffering in general. The revelatory 
moment now is not itself the rational image but 
affords opportunity for the discovery of concepts 
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of great generality whereby we are enabled to ex- 
plain contemporary action m the moral or per- 
sonal realm. Revelation now is concentrated in 
doctrines and it seems possible to state these with- 
out reference to the historic occasion in which 
they first became evident. As in natural science 
It IS not necessary to remember the person of New- 
ton and the incidents of his hfe in order that the 
theory of gravitation may be employed, so it would 
appear that in theology we do not need to use the 
historic event m order to apply ideas which became 
evident through it but are independent of it. 
Theology, thinking in this fashion, is then inclined 
to identify revelation with the publication in an 
historic moment of great doctrines or ideas. 

The course of Christian thought through the 
centuries indicates, however, that there is some- 
thing very unsatisfactory about such abstraction 
of general ideas from the great occasion and that 
the preacher’s use of the dramatic image comes 
nearer the requirements of the reasoning heart than 
does the theologian’s application of a conceptual 
pattern. Despite repeated efforts to state theolog- 
ical ideas abstractly it has been necessary for the 
church to return again and again to statements 
about historic actuality. It will not do, apparently, 
to define revelation in a dual fashion as the “intui- 
tion of special occasions” and the reception of con- 
cepts by means of which all occasions can be eluci- 
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dated. Xhe relation between the special occasion 
and all other occasions is more intimate or the con- 
cepts possess a generality differing from that which 
belongs to the impersonal ideas of contemplative 
reason. Theology cannot speak simply of general 
ideas of sonship to God, of forgiveness of sins, of 
obedience to death, of humihty or kenosis, as illus- 
trated in the great occasion and elsewhere. It must 
speak of a unique sonship, a unique obedience, a 
single sacrifice. The revelatory occasion, it appears, 
does not simply illustrate great uniformities of 
divine and human behavior— though it does that 
also— but exhibits a unique, unrepetitive pattern. 
Hence there arises a seeming dilemma for theology 
and the church. Revelation, it appears, must either 
mean the general ideas through which we under- 
stand our present human world in its relations, its 
actions and sufferings, but then it cannot mean the 
historic occasion in our memory save as an illus- 
tration; or revelation means the historic occasion 
and then it cannot explain present experience save 
in analogical or parabolic fashion. 

The dilemma, however, appears to be somewhat 
unreal when we recall that the reality we are deal- 
ing with and trying to understand is our history, in 
which we seek less for uniformities of behavior than 
for a principle of unity in a duration. Concepts 
which describe the recurrent features in events 
are necessary for that external contemplation of our 
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bves to which we must return frequently in order 
that we may put checks on the inner imagination. 
But the real work of reason in our history is that 
of understanding in terms of persons, communities 
and values what we are doing and suffering. In this 
history, time is duration and unrepetitive in char- 
acter. Here we try to understand, not how features 
in our past are repeated in our present, but how 
our present grows out of our past into our future. 
A traveller on the road does not undertake to dis- 
cover what he is doing, where his road is taking 
him, by remembering similar occasions in his past 
and by abstracting from them general ideas. Con- 
ceptual knowledge, indeed, can be of help to him 
as when he uses the compass and consults the sun’s 
position. But no such general knowledge will let 
him understand the position of the city he seeks, 
the relation of the place he occupies to human 
habitations, to his own purposes, fears and hopes. 
To understand his present situation he needs a map 
of the individual, unimitated territory in which he 
is travelling; he needs to recall whence he came and 
what the direction of his particular journey. He 
must reason with the aid of an image that is unique 
though mental. The revelation which we use to 
understand our present situation and what we are 
now doing is more like such a map than like a dic- 
tionary through which we seek to understand the 
meaning of words frequently repeated. 
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We may employ other parables to clarify to our- 
selves how we actually employ the revelatory mo- 
ment as a rational principle for the understanding 
of present experience. Revelation is like a classic 
drama which, through the events of one day and 
place, makes intelligible the course of a family his- 
tory. Or It is like a decisive moment in the common 
life of friends. In the face of some emergency a 
man may act so as to reveal a quality undisclosed 
before. Through that revelatory moment his friend 
is enabled to understand past actions which had 
been obscure and to prophesy the future behavior 
of the revealer. But the revealing moment not only 
disclosed constant features of conduct which had 
previously been hidden, it also introduced a new 
relauon between the persons and remains a unique 
point in their history. Again, a conversation be- 
tween friends can become very confused so that 
they do not understand each other. In such a situa- 
tion they not only seek to define their words but 
go back to a critical point in their dialogue, starting 
once more to think from that beginning. So when 
we attempt to interpret our present experience by 
means of revelation we return to a critical point in 
man’s conversation with God and try to under- 
stand the present as a continuation from that be- 
ginning. The law-books and dictionaries which 
describe the content of divine prescriptions or the 
meaning of divine words are helpful yet of sec- 
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ondary importance in our attempt to understand 
what we are doing and where we are. Concepts and 
doctrines derived from the unique historical mo- 
ment are important but less illuminating than the 
occasion itself. For what is revealed is not so much 
the mode of divme behavior as the divine self. 

We reason in our hearts in order that we may 
know the whither as well as the whence and where 
of our personal lives. If the past in inner history 
is what we are and the present what we do, our 
future is our potentiality. Through revelation we 
seek to discover what is implicit in our lives and 
will become explicit. And the revelation which 
illuminates our sin prophesies our death, the death 
of self and that of the community. The small, de- 
ceitful patterns of false prophecy will always assure 
us that we and our communities are immortal, that 
the worth of oar selves is so great that they cannot 
die and the value of our chosen peoples so immense 
that they will last forever. But in the light of reve- 
lation we see the end because we discern the begin- 
ning of the end in the present. No honest Old 
Testament prophet ever promised eternal joy to 
his nation save on the other side of disaster. Much 
less can an honest New Testament prophet, using 
the cross of Christ for his understanding of human 
fate, predict for men and societies immortality 
without judgment. To show up as clearly as may 
be the potentiality of catastrophe in our lives is 
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as much a fimction of reason using revelation in 
our day as in any ancient time. 

Yet in the hght of the revelatory occasion the 
Christian discerns another possibility; it is not his 
own possibihty m the sense that it is implicit in him. 
But it is possible to the person who reveals himself 
in the historic occasion as the Lord of life and death. 
It is the possibility of the resurrection of a new and 
other self, of a new community, a reborn remnant. 

Thus the heart reasons with the aid of revelation. 
All reasoning is painful and none more so than that 
which leads to knowledge of the self. In the Chris- 
tian community we do not use our revelation faith- 
fully but seek by a thousand devices to escape from 
this rational understanding of ourselves. By means 
of dogmatism which assures us that nothing more 
is necessary to our knowledge than the creeds 
supply, or by means of a scepticism which declares 
all things unmtelligible, we seek to evade the neces- 
sity of illuminating and reconstructing our mem- 
ories and acts. Sometimes we regard revelation as 
though it had equipped us with truth in such meas- 
ure that no furdier labor in historical and psycho- 
logical searching is necessary; sometimes we dismiss 
it as ofFering no basis for the reason of man. Funda- 
mentalism in its thousand historic forms escapes 
in one way; modernism, which exists in as many 
disguises as there are climates of opinion, escapes 
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by applying to bfe the short and narrow ideas of 
some present moment. Emotionalism reduces the 
historic revelation to a demagogic device for arous- 
ing fear, anger and pity in the service of some petty 
cause. The figures of the Christian drama are even 
made to act out the puerile and vicious farces of 
racial, nationahstic and ecclesiastic imaginations. 
But revelation is not the source of such irrationahty 
and absurdity. We become fools because we refuse 
to use revelation as the foundation of a rational 
moral life. 


III. Progressive Revelation 

A revelation which furnishes the practical rea- 
son with a starting point for the interpretation of 
past, present and future history is subject to pro- 
gressive validation. The more apparent it becomes 
that the past can be understood, recovered and in- 
tegrated by means of a reasoning starting with 
revelanon, the more contemporary experience is 
enlightened and response to new situations aptly 
guided by this imagination of the heart, the more a 
prophecy based on this truth is fulfilled, the surer 
our conviction of its reality becomes. In this respect 
as in many others, Christian revelation is like the 
revelation of Hebrew faith. The prophets saw God 
acting in and through the actions of the nations of 
their own time by apprehending these as repetition 
and even more as a continuation of the mighty acts 
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whereby the Lord had dehvered Israel from bond- 
age. Priests reconstructed history until they saw 
the past, not only of Judah but of all Israel, not 
only of Israel but of all mankmd, as one past and 
one preparation for the saving work of God. And 
seers prophesied with strange accuracy events to 
come, not by observing the movement of planets 
and stars or by adding mystic numbers, but by 
making explicit what was implicit in the relations 
of a sinful nation with a just and holy God. Revela- 
tion was not only vahdated but every new event 
and every reinterpreted memory became a part of 
revelation since in all events the same Lord ap- 
peared and was known of men. So history based on 
revelation became a history of revelation. 

It is not otherwise with the revelation to which 
the church refers. It is progressively validated in 
the individual Christian life as ever new occasions 
are brought under its light, as sufferings and sins, 
as mercies and joys are understood by its aid. 
Revelation has been tested in this way by many 
generations of men and its success in clarifying and 
reconstructing souls is one source of its great pres- 
tige among us. Moreover such validation has been 
more than proof of the initial principle, for every 
event which the revelatory moment clarified has 
been in a sense a repetition and continuation of that 
moment so that Christians have been able to say 
long after the first generation, “That which was 
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from the beginning, which we have heard, which 
we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked 
upon, and our hands have handled, of the Word 
of life; . . . that which we have seen and heard 
declare we unto you, that ye also may have fel- 
lowship with us.” 

It cannot be denied that there have been many 
failures in the application of the method of revela- 
tion, that through long periods the reasoning heart 
of Christianity has remained content with ancient 
understanding, or that the very idea of the revela- 
tion of a living God has been lost in the effort to 
confine revelation to a set of customary ecclesias- 
tical assertions about God and man. There has been 
a marked hesitancy in the modern period to apply 
the method of revelation to the history of societies 
or communities as though the gospel apphed only 
to men in isolated communion with God. The 
common life has, therefore, been interpreted bv 
means of other images less inclusive and often evil. 
In particular the social gospel has often brought to 
bear on societies only the impoverished image of a 
conflict between good and evil in which victory 
is not by grace but by merit, in which there is no 
suffering of the son of God nor forgiveness for the 
sinful society. But the failures of the church to use 
its method are not the fault of the method. Indeed, 
when the church recognizes the revelatory moment 
as truly revelatory it is impelled to con tinuin g, pro- 
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gressive interpretation of every occasion in the hfe 
of men by means of its great image of the saving 
\,ork of God. In our time particularly, with the 
manifest destruction bemg wrought by men with 
evil imaginauons of the heart, Christians are sent 
back to the method of reasoning on the basis of 
revelation and can practice it with the firm ex- 
pectancy that It will be able not only to illuminate 
contemporary life but also to give new assurance 
of the present activity of that same judgmg and 
loving God who mamfested himself in Jesus Christ. 

Revelation is not progressive m the sense that we 
can subsatute for the revelatory moment of Jesus 
Christ some other moment in our history and in- 
terpret the latter through the former. The monasnc 
movement and the Reformation, modern evange- 
lism and the social gospel, represent no progress 
beyond the New Testament m the sense that we 
may understand the latter through the former. 
Benedict and Luther must be interpreted through 
Christ and not vice versa, modern civilization and 
modern human life must be regarded as the scene 
of activity on the part of the Father of Jesus Christ, 
but Jesus cannot be rightly understood as the son 
of the god of modem culture. Nevertheless reve- 
lation is a moving thing in so far as its meaning is 
realized only by being brought to bear upon the 
interpretation and reconstruction of ever new hu- 
man situations in an enduring movement, a single 
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drama of divme and human action. So the God who 
revealed himself continues to reveal himself— the 
one God of all times and places. 

In another slightly different sense we may speak 
of revelation as progressive. First principles are not 
only our beginnings from which we proceed to 
second and third things; they are also our endings 
toward which we move from the multiplicity of 
present experience. In our conceptual knowledge 
we move back and forth from reason to experience 
and from experience back to reason. And in that 
dialectic of the mind our concepts are enriched, 
clarified and corrected no less than our experience 
is illuminated and directed. We do not easily 
change first principles but we discover more fully 
what they mean. By moving back from experience 
to the categories in our mind we find out more 
clearly what was in our mind. The reason of the 
heart engages in a similar dialectic, and it does not 
really know what is in the revelation, in the illu- 
minating moment, save as it proceeds from it to 
present experience and back again from experience 
to revelation. In that process the meaning of the 
revelation, its richness and power, grow progres- 
sively clearer. This progressive understanding of 
revelation is also an infinite process. “To be as- 
saulted by the presence of greatness,” Professor 
Hocking writes in his Thoughts on Life and Death, 
“is not to take it in; a mountain makes no immediate 
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impression of vastness— it conspires with the illu- 
sion of distance to conceal its proportions, and we 
only know them through the journey and the 
climb.” We climb the mountain of revelation that 
we may gam a view of the shadowed valley in 
which we dwell and from the valley we look up 
again to the mountain. Each arduous journey brings 
new understanding, but also new wonder and sur- 
prise. This mountain is not one we climbed once 
upon a time; it is a well-known peak we never 
wholly know, which must be climbed again m 
every generation, on every new day. There is no 
time or place in human history, there is no moment 
in the church’s past, nor is there any set of doc- 
trines, any philosophy or theology of which we 
might say, “Here the knowledge possible through 
revelation and the knowledge of revelation is fully 
set forth.” Revelation is not only progressive but 
it requires of those to whom it has come that they 
begin the never-ending pilgrim’s progress of the 
reasoning Christian heart. 



CHAPTER IV 


THE DEITY OF GOD 


I. God Reveals Himself 

Our attempt to achieve clarity about what we 
mean by revelation in the Christian community has 
proceeded by progressive stages from the definition 
of the standpoint to the description of the historic 
context and thence to that illuminated section of 
the latter whence hght streams on obscurer por- 
tions. When we speak of revelation we mean that 
something has happened to us in our history which 
conditions all our thinking and that through this 
happening we are enabled to apprehend what we 
are, what we are suffering and doing and what our 
potentialities are. What is otherwise arbitrary and 
dumb fact becomes related, intelligible and elo- 
quent fact through the revelatory event. To the 
extent that revelation furnishes the practical reason 
with an adequate starting point it may be said to 
be validated. 

But the rational value of revelation is not its first 
value and its validation in the reasoning of the heart 
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is not the primary validation. When we speak of 
revelation we do not mean that a tentative hypoth- 
esis, however great, has been offered to us and 
that this hypothesis must be vahdated by its fruitful 
use before it is acceptable. We do not mean that 
we have freely chosen one section of our history 
because we found that it made sense of the re- 
mainder. We mean rather that something has hap- 
pened which compels our faith and which requires 
us to seek rationality and unity in the whole of our 
history. Revelation is like the kingdom of God, if 
we seek it first all other things are added to us but 
if we seek it for the sake of these other things we 
really deny it. The kingdom proves itself to be 
the kingdom of God not only by its immediate 
worth but also by its instrumental value in leading 
to secondary goods, and revelation proves itself to 
be revelation of reality not only by its intrinsic 
verity but also by its abihty to guide men to many 
other truths. But the first value of revelation as of 
the kingdom is intrinsic and we begin with it not 
because it will lead to further knowledge but be- 
cause it is itself the truth. When Descartes was led 
to doubt almost all the things he had believed, he 
returned in his mind to the one fixed point of his 
own existence as a thinker. He discovered, to be 
sure, that when he began with this certainty, rea- 
soning from that starting point, many things be- 
came clear that had been previously obscure; yet 
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the certainty of his existence was not dependent on 
the consequences to which it led; the assertion, “I 
think, therefore I am,” possessed validity prior to 
its validation through the service it rendered as a 
starting pomt of thought about other thmgs. So it is 
with revelation, and if it were not so we would 
remain forever dubious of the knowledge we derive 
from our use of it in our reasoning about our his- 
tory. In our reasoning about selves and their destiny 
we use some hypotheses which may be dropped or 
corrected if experience does not agree with them. 
Theological systems and theories of revelation arc 
of this order. But back of all such hypotheses there 
are convictions which are not subject to criticism, 
since they are the bases of all possible criticism. The 
situation is similar in natural science, which cannot 
abandon its faith in the intelligibility and unity of 
nature without destroymg itself; neither can the 
certainty that mathematical relations are discernible 
in all phenomena be surrendered, though hypoth- 
eses setting forth this or that type of relationship 
may be given up. In dealing with revelation wc 
refer to something in our history to which we al- 
ways return as containing our first certainty. It 
is our “cogito, ergo sum” though it must be stated 
in the opposite way as, “I am being thought, there- 
fore I am,” or, “I am being believed in, therefore 
I believe.” We must ask, therefore, what this self- 
evidencing content of revelation is and how it 
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comes to us through the historical event. Our defi- 
nitions so far have been rough circumscriptions of 
the context in which we look for the meaning of 
the word and in which the significant phrase per- 
forms its meamng-giving function. Now we must 
turn to the illummatmg event and the intelligible 
word, endeavormg to point out as precisely as we 
can the source of the hght, the meaning of the word 
and the self-evidencing quahty of light and word. 

As we make this attempt we remind ourselves of 
the relative standpoint we occupy in history and 
faith. We are not trying to describe a common 
human certainty gained m a common human ex- 
perience, yet on the other hand we are not seeking to 
set forth a private and mystic assurance which is not 
subject to the criticism of our community, that is 
of all those who occupy the same standpoint and 
look in the same direction toward the same reality 
to which we look as individuals. Assurance that we 
are not mistaken in our ultimate convictions is not 
to be gained without social corroboration, but it is 
not to be gamed either from consultation with those 
who, occupying a different point of view, look in a 
different direction and toward other realities than 
we do in our history and faith. Assurance grows 
out of immediate perception plus social corrobora- 
tion and out of neither one of these alone. ^Ve also 
recall to mind that the definition of revelation is a 
social task of the historic Christian community and 
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that we stand at a limited pomt in the hfe of that 
commumty. Our effort to define grows out of a 
struggle with the problem in the past, it is one effort 
among many others m the present and it leads into 
future phases of a contmuing conversation. Any 
present definition of the central element will need 
to be tested by an historical theology which will 
examine whether it is implicit in the theology of 
the past, above all m the classic source, the Scrip- 
tures, it will need to be tested by systematic the- 
ology which will develop from this starting point 
a Christian reasoning about God, man and human 
destiny, and by an ethical theology which will 
undertake to see in how far the world’s behavior 
can be understood and Christian response guided 
when this definition of revelation is made the point 
of departure. Above all the test of our definitions 
is practical— in a worship formed and reformed 
about this center and in a preaching informed by 
the conviction set forth in our definitions. No 
Christian can undertake at any time to define the 
meaning of revelation in any other way than this, 
if revelation really be the first thing in our com- 
munity’s life, the point from which we proceed 
and to which we must always go back in thought 
and deed. 

With these limitations and relations in mind we 
turn to the central event with the question, “What 
is it that we are certain of as we regard the illumi- 
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Dating point in our history and how do we become 
certain of it^” We might state the question in terms 
of conceptual thought, askmg, “What is the central 
idea in the invincible convincement that grows out 
of our memory of this event, or what is the unas- 
sailable proposition that is communicated and that 
we intuit in the presence of the historic occasion^” 
But idea and proposition are not the right terms to 
employ here. The most important fact about the 
whole approach to revelation to which we are 
committed by the acceptance of our existential 
situation, of the point of view of faith living in his- 
tory, is that we must think and speak in terms of 
persons. In our history we deal with selves, not with 
concepts. Our universals here are not eternal ob- 
jects ingredient in events but eternal persons active 
in particular occasions; our axioms in this partici- 
pating knowledge are not self-evident convictions 
about the relations of such objects but certainties 
about fundamental, indestructible relations be- 
tween persons. We need, therefore, to put our 
question in the following form, “What persons do 
we meet in the revelatory event and what convic- 
tions about personal relations become our estab- 
lished principles in its presence? ” 

W^hen we raise the question in this way we un- 
derstand why in referring to the historic event wc 
have had to speak of revelation from the beginning 
rather than of discovery or vision. The only word 
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in OUT vocabulary which does justice to the knowl- 
edge of persons or selves is “revelation.” Our 
knowledge of other persons differs from our 
knowledge of objects externally regarded not only 
by being directed toward different aspects of 
reality but also by being a relationship between 
different terms. In objecave knowledge the self is 
the only active being, it does the knowing; it brings 
to bear upon its object the concepts and hypotheses 
in Its mind. In experimentauon it manipulates the 
object, in evaluation it employs its own standard 
of measurement. To all the intents and purposes of 
the knower the object is a passive and dead thing. 
This is true even when objective knowledge is di- 
rected toward human individuals or communities. 
Human bodies cannot be regarded by such science 
as essentially different from other animal bodies, 
nor the latter as wholly distinct from inanimate 
bodies. The genius of the objective approach re- 
quires that no miracle or discontinuity be posited 
at the points where the inorganic merges into the 
organic, the vital into the mental and the mental 
into the moral. No distinction in kind is permissible 
between the methods whereby uniformities of be- 
havior are discovered in the behavior of atoms or of 
thoughts. The most minute events in space and 
time, though they take place in the human brain, 
cannot be regarded as different in kind from the 
most majestic manifestations in the cosmos. In all 
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such knowledge the knower is the doer, he asks the 
questions which are to be answered, he judges the 
answers, he probes into nature’s secrets and discov- 
ers what was hidden. This knower, too, is essen- 
tially impersonal. He cannot really say of himself, 
“I think, therefore I am,” but must rather say, 
“Thinking goes on in me but that same th in k in g 
may and must go in any other brain so related to 
such objects.” Disinterestedness is required of such 
science and disinterestedness means abstraction 
from all personal concerns together with supreme 
interest in the relations of objects. 

In the knowledge of other selves both the rela- 
tionship and the related terms are different. This 
knowledge does not run from a subject to an object 
but from the other to the self and back again. We 
cannot know here save as we are known. We can- 
not be the doers but must first suffer knowledge of 
ourselves. To know a knower is to begin with the 
activity of the other who knows us or reveals him- 
self to us by his knowing activity. No amount of 
initiative on our part will serve to uncover the hid- 
den self-activity. It must make itself manifest or it 
cannot be known. Selves cannot be discovered as 
America was found by Columbus, by sailing in the 
direction of a secret and a guess; this new continent 
must come to us or remain unknown. No deduc- 
tions or inductions here can lead to certainty. 
Knowledge of other selves must be received and 
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responded to. Where there is no response it is evi- 
dent that there is no knowledge, but our activity 
IS the second and not the first thing. One cannot 
know a lover by any activity of one’s own love nor 
a hater by any exercise of hate. Loving and hating 
selves must reveal themselves— penetrate through 
the mask of eyes and bodies; before the merely in- 
quisitive gaze they retreat into infinite distance. 
Selves are known in act or not at all. Martin Buber, 
more than any other thinker of our object-obsessed 
tune, has analyzed this relationship for us in his 
significant book, I and Thou. “The Thou" he 
writes, “meets me through grace— it is not found 
by seeking. . . . The Thou meets me. But I step 
into direct relation to it. Hence the relationship 
means being chosen and choosing, suffering and 
action in one.” Meeting with such a Thou, the I is 
changed. The self which is known by another and 
so knows itself through another’s eyes is not an im- 
personal process of thinking. It is a person with a 
definite character, just this particular self, it is a 
self which can no longer retreat infinitely behind 
its actions but is caught fast and held in the act of 
the other’s knowing of it. The self which is known 
and so achieves self-knowledge is a committed self 
—an I which must acknowledge what it is and so 
accept itself. Such meetings with others are events 
in our history through which we not only know 
but become what we are. A meeting with an in- 
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carnate self is an event of different character from 
all our isolated surmises, fears, dreamings and wishes 
about ideal compamons or enemies; after such 
meetings we can never again return to the self- 
existence which was ours before the meeting. 

Because the knowledge which we gam in our 
history from the critical event is of this order, a 
knowledge for men of flesh and blood as Unamuno 
has it, or, in more idealistic language, a knowledge 
of spiritual selves, therefore we must speak of reve- 
lation. But what person is it who reveals himself in 
our history m such fashion that we gain a certainty 
which forces us to seek an intelligible unity in all 
our life as selves^ 

In popular theology m which we do not ask 
difficult questions or face ultimate problems the 
answer is usually given in terms of the person of 
Jesus Christ or of human personality. The central 
certainty we derive from our view of the historic 
scene, it is said, is that persons are infinitely valuable 
or that Jesus is the worthy person to follow. In 
connection with the latter answer we remind our- 
selves of all the emphasis on the historic person and 
all the appeal for personal following of Jesus which 
has characterized modern faith. So too for many 
early Christians it may be that Jesus was god and 
that their certainty was simply this— that they had 
met a person to whom they could be wholly de- 
voted and who made persons of them. 
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Such thinking and preaching emphasizes that 
the effect of Jesus on men is greater than that of 
his teaching. He is, it is said, a life and not a pur- 
veyor of more or less original ideas about life, 
Christian life consists in becommg a person through 
association with him rather in the acceptance of 
creeds and laws. The evident truth in this concep- 
tion lies in Its retention of the fundamental per- 
sonal note in faith. It manages, moreover, to keep 
in view the historical character of the church and 
the Christian. But despite its pragmatic values a 
defimtion of revelation m terms of the person of 
Jesus IS manifestly inadequate. The problems which 
It raises are msuperable. How can we have personal 
communion with one who eiasts only 111 our mem- 
ory and m the monuments, the books and sentences, 
which are the body of our memory^ How can the 
letter and the document become a carrier of per- 
sonal life unless they are part of the expressive body 
of a now livmg spirit? When we pursue this inquiry 
we are inclined to say that the living being with 
which we can have fellowship is really the church 
of Jesus or the spirit of the church. The latter be- 
comes the real incarnation of the person of Jesus 
and faith is directed toward the community itself. 
What is revealed in our history, at the decisive 
point, is not the person of Jesus but the fellowship 
of the church. By a further development of this 
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way of thought the Jesus of our history becomes 
the symbolic representative and product of the 
church; the story of his hfe not less than his death 
and resurrection, his ethical teachings as well as his 
eschatology, are regarded as expressions of the 
early church’s mind. But this way lies disaster. The 
self-worship of non-Christian communities is 
enough to warn us that communal self-exaltadon 
is an evil imagination of the heart leading to de- 
struction of others and the self. Moreover, it is evi- 
dent that if this interpretation of the central mean- 
ing of the critical historic event be true then there 
has been no revelation at all in our history, but 
only a self-knowledge on the part of the commu- 
nity; and such knowledge remains a very dubious 
thing, since it always magnifies the love and good- 
ness of a society which to every other view is as 
untrustworthy as are all other human groups. 

The tendency to convert concentration on the 
historic Jesus into concentration on the church is 
an indication of the fact that the definition of reve- 
lation as the self-disclosure of Jesus is rationally and 
morally inadequate. Unless we have another cer- 
tainty prior to the certainty about Jesus’ personal 
value the latter is very tenuous and uncertain. The 
fate of Jesus was like that of all persons we know. 
He died; and his death, being that of one we value 
highly, is even more disillusioning than the death of 
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Other persons. If the last certainty we have is that 
Jesus was the greatest of persons, then we may have 
a certainty beyond this one, that persons do not 
belong to the real structure of things in this world, 
that self-consciousness is illusory, that all this in- 
ternal life of ours, this sense of other selves, of per- 
sonal values and of our duration, are not indica- 
tions of anything abiding. We must conclude that 
the external view affords us the only knowledge 
possible of dependable things and we must make 
our reckoning with a great impersonal cosmos 
which does not know that we exist and does not 
care for us, as it did not care for Jesus. We must 
conclude that we are not only mistaken in seeking 
the explanation of our personal existence in this or 
that egoistic or communal imagination but also in 
believing that there is any meaning at all in the 
existence of selves. Whatever route we follow from 
an original definition of our certainty in terms of 
Jesus’ worth or person ends in uncertainty about 
him and about ourselves. 

We must come to a similar conclusion if we sav 
that the central certainty of Christianity is the con- 
viction that human selves have infinite or sacred 
value. In a limited sense the statement is doubtless 
correct though when it is converted into the propo- 
sition that individuals have intrinsic worth it is 
either a thoroughly idolatrous, self-deifying confes- 
sion of faith, a wild imagination of the heart, or 
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wholly loose and ambiguous. It cannot be true that 
the proposition about the infimte worth of persons 
IS self-evident unless there be some infinite being 
to whom they are valuable. It is evidently not true 
if value means valency, for nothing is more evi- 
dent than the weakness of selves in the immense 
world of impersonal facts, and if it be maintained 
that this mfinite worth is a demand of the valuing 
mind then the weakness of the valuing mind and 
Its demands m our world obtrudes itself mto view. 
In the reasonmg of the head, dealing with things, 
the demand for rationality in the world of facts 
would be a quickly defeated, ever uncertain de- 
mand, if objective reahty did not reveal a reason 
in Itself corresponding to the reason in the mind 
and able to mstruct it. We could not mamtain the 
worth of the pure reason if we knew it only in our- 
selves nor could it be called back from all its errant 
ways if there were no objective reason. So all the 
sense of personal worth which men may conceive 
would remain a vain thing, and in the particular 
forms m which they conceive it, an errant thing, 
if it were not duplicated in and corrected by some- 
thing beyond themselves. It is very true that recog- 
nition of the infinite value of souls is a concomitant 
of revelation, but it could not be given were not 
something else given in that event— the infinite .self 
for whom all souls are valuable. 

When we say revelation we point to something 
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in the historical event more fundamental and more 
certain than Jesus or than self. Revelation means 
God, God who discloses himself to us through our 
history as our knower, our author, our judge and 
our only savior. “All revelation,” Professor Herr- 
man writes, “is the self-revelation of God. We can 
call any sort of communication revelation only 
then if we have found God in it. But we find and 
have God only when he so incontestably touches 
and seizes us that we wholly yield ourselves to him. 
. . . God reveals himself in that he forces us to trust 
him wholly.” {Der Begriff der Ojfenbarung, 1887, 
p. II.) One of our historical scholars sums up 
his inquiry into the meaning of revelation m the 
Scriptures in similar fashion; “Revelation is not 
the communication of supernatural knowledge and 
not the stimulation of numinous feelings. To be 
sure revelation can become the occasion for the 
growth of knowledge, and the revelation of God is 
necessarily accompanied by religious feelings. But 
revelation does not consist of these; it is the peculiar 
activity of God, the unveiling of his hiddenness, his 
giving of himself in communion.” {Theologtsches 
Woerterbuch zum Neuen Testament, Vol. Ill, 
P- 575 -) 

Revelation means the moment in our history 
through which we know ourselves to be known 
from beginning to end, in which we are appre- 
hended by the knower; it means the self-disclosing 
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of that eternal knower. Revelation means the mo- 
ment in which we are surprised by the knowledge 
of someone there in the darkness and the void of 
human life, it means the self-disclosure of light in 
our darkness. Revelation is the moment in which 
we find our judging selves to be judged not by our- 
selves or our neighbors but by one who knows the 
final secrets of the heart, revelation means the self- 
disclosure of the judge. Revelation means that we 
find ourselves to be valued rather than valuing and 
that all our values are transvaluated by the activity 
of a universal valuer. When a price is put upon our 
heads, which is not our price, when the unfairness 
of all the fair prices we have placed on things is 
shown up; when the great riches of God reduce 
our wealth to poverty, that is revelation. When we 
find out that we are no longer thinking him, but 
that he first thought us, that is revelation. Revela- 
tion is the emergence of the person on whose ex- 
ternal garments and body we had looked as objects 
of our masterful and curious understanding. Reve- 
lation means that in our common history the fate 
which lowers over us as persons in our communi- 
ties reveals itself to be a person in community with 
us. What this means for us cannot be expressed in 
the impersonal ways of creeds or other propositions 
but only in responsive acts of a personal character. 
We acknowledge revelation by no third person 
proposition, such as that there is a God, but only 
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in the direct confession of the heart, “Thou art my 
God.” We can state the convincement given in the 
revelatory moment only in a prayer saying, “Our 
Father.” Revelation as the self-disclosure of the 
infinite person is realized in us only through the 
faith which is a personal act of commitment, of 
confidence and trust, not a belief about the nature 
of things. When we speak of revelation we mean 
that moment when we are given a new faith, to 
cleave to and to betray, and a new standard, to fol- 
low and deny. Now when we fail in faith, we fail in 
this faith, and when we transgress, it is this person 
we transgress against, when we reason falsely it is 
in violation of the first principle given in this event. 
All this, since it is m our history, is part of what 
we are and does not belong to a serial past. It is our 
past in our present. From this point forward we 
must listen for the remembered voice in all the 
sounds that assail our ears, and look for the remem- 
bered activity in all the actions of the world upon 
us. The God who reveals himself m Jesus Christ is 
now trusted and known as the contemporary God, 
revealing himself in every event, but we do not un- 
derstand how we could trace his working in these 
happenings if he did not make himself known to us 
through the memory of Jesus Christ; nor do we 
know how we should be able to interpret all the 
words we read as words of God save by the aid of 
this Rosetta stone. 



THE DEITY OF GOD 1 55 

The definidon of reveladon as divine self-dis- 
closure must call forth many questions in our mind. 
Among these two seem to be of especial impor- 
tance. We ask ourselves whether this is really what 
we mean in view of the fact that we have used and 
do use the word as designating certain truths and 
moral standards which are connected with the his- 
toric event. In Protestantism revelation has been 
commonly set forth as meaning Scriptures or its 
doctrinal content, such as that Jesus Christ was the 
Son of God, or that God forgives sin, while in 
Roman Catholicism revelation is always discussed 
as though it meant a supernatural knowledge about 
man’s supernatural end. Moreover, we must ask 
ourselves whether the revelation of God as person 
is not so mystic an event that it becomes wholly 
separate from and irrelevant to our discursive 
knowledge and to our moral standards. A second 
question arises in many forms, but perhaps most 
frequently as the question about the meaning of the 
word God in this connection. If we say that 
revelation means divine self-disclosure we seem to 
infer that we can recognize God in revelation, 
which implies a previous knowledge of him. Is it 
really possible then to begin with revelation^ Must 
we not go back of this self-disclosure to some 
previous knowledge of God, to an original or a 
general revelation, or to some ideal of God, some 
value-concept or other demand of reason through 
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which we are enabled to recognize the historical 
event as a realization 0/ the ideal ? These are serious 
questions which we cannot dismiss, and it may be 
that in trying to answer them we shall be able to 
reach greater clarity about the meaning of revela- 
tion for us. 

II. Revelation and the Moral Law 

We can approach our first problem by way of 
some standard definitions of revelation. The Coun- 
cil of Trent defined the content of the Gospel as 
the “saving truth and moral discipline” which Jesus 
promulgated and which is contained in the Holy 
Scriptures. The Vatican Council declared that God 
may be known “by the natural light of human 
reason, by means of created things” bur that it 
pleased God in his wisdom and bounty to reveal 
“himself and the eternal decrees of his wilF’ by 
another and supernatural way. It proceeded then 
to speak of truths which, though not beyond rea- 
son, are nevertheless made available to faith through 
revelation as well as to refer also to the knowledge 
of man’s supernatural end which is given through 
revelation done. Protestant confessions of faith 
refer in similar manner to truths and moral laws 
which, along with God himself, are the content of 
revelation. The Westminster Confession states 
that, “Although the light of nature and the works 
of creation and providence, do so far manifest the 
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goodness, wisdom and power of God, as to leave 
men inexcusable; yet are they not sulEcient to give 
that knowledge of God, and of His will, which is 
necessary unto salvauon; therefore it pleased the 
Lord, at sundry times, and in diverse manners, to 
reveal himself and to declare his will unto the 
church; and afterwards for the better preserving 
and propagating of the truth, and for the more sure 
establishment and comfort of the church against 
the corruption of the flesh, and the malice of Satan 
and of the world, to commit the same wholly unto 
writing which maketh the Holy Scripture to be 
most necessary, these former ways of God reveal- 
ing his will unto his people being now ceased.” 
Lutheran creeds are less insistent on the revelation 
of divine will than of divine favor, yet they speak 
of the grace of God also in terms of a revealed 
truth, for the content of the 'Gospel, the Augs- 
burg Confession states, is “that God, not for our 
merit’s sake, but for Christ’s sake, doth justify those 
who believe that they, for Christ’s sake, are re- 
ceived into favor.” The Formula of Concord, seek- 
ing to do justice to the law, states, “We believe, 
teach, and confess that the Law is properly a doc- 
trine divinely revealed, which teaches what is 
just and acceptable to God, and which also de- 
nounces whatever is sinful and opposite to the 
divine will.” 

In other confessions and creeds, in the writings of 
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the theologians and in the Scriptures also, the same 
duality in the concept of revelation is mamfest. 
Upon the one hand, God reveals himself in Christ; 
on the other hand, Moses, the prophets and Jesus 
reveal the will of God and truths about his nature. 
Perhaps the double meamng of revelation is most 
evident in the Fourth Gospel in which Jesus is now 
presented as the Logos who teaches the truth about 
a God, unknowable in himself and now as the one 
through whom God revealed himself. “No man 
hath seen God at any time,” writes John, “the only 
begotten Son, which is in the bosom of the Father, 
he hath declared him.” But m another connection 
he lets Jesus assert that whoever has seen him has 
seen the Father. This dualism is sometimes ex- 
plained as the result of the double Hellenistic and 
Jewish background of Christianity. As an early 
Christian, John speaks of the immediate knowledge 
of God which comes to the Christian through his 
self-revelation in Jesus Christ, as a Hellenistic 
thinker he speaks of the inferential knowledge 
about ultimate being which can be gained through 
knowledge of the Logos But it is significant that 
while the Greek Christian may need to speak of 
both God and truth, the Jewish Christian must also 
speak of two things— of the person and of the 
knowledge of his will which revelation makes avail- 
able. Whether we approach our history as Jews 
who seek to know the content of the divine will or 
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as Greeks who inquire into the nature of God, m 
either case the question, concerning the relation of 
our knowledge about God to our knowledge of 
God himself, is a real one. On the one hand, a reve- 
lation which discloses God’s self appears to be 
empty and incommunicable, on the other hand, 
knowledge of the nature and the will of God sepa- 
rate from the knowledge of God himself may be 
only a knowledge of traditional concepts and 
customs which are dignified with the name of rev- 
elation. The two things belong together as the 
confessions seem to insist, but how they belong to- 
gether is not indicated in them. 

Perhaps we may be assisted to a solution of the 
difficulty and to an answer to the various questions 
which arise in this connection if we approach the 
subject again through an analysis of our memory. 
We carry in our personal memory the impress of 
moral laws, in our social memory no less there are 
the long traditions of what ought and ought not to 
be done. As the latter tradition is embodied in laws, 
constitutions and institutions available to the ex- 
ternal view, so the former doubtless has its physical 
counterpart in the structure, the neural pattern of 
our organism. In both cases the external view does 
not understand these laws as we do from within. 
When we are personally and communally identi- 
fied with them, when they are our principles, when 
they are in our memory, then they are not simply 
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prescriptions of behavior given by an external law- 
giver but our own imperatives which we can dis- 
obey only at the cost of inner conflict and suffering, 
which we can deny only by givmg up ourselves. 
They are for us illuminators of our way, guardians 
of the path of life. They admonish us and keep us 
or by them we admonish and guard ourselves. But 
when we ask ourselves about the true source of 
these “Thou shalt” and “Thou shalt nots,” or of 
these scales of values we are baffled. They seem so 
august and majestic that sometimes we refer them 
to a heavenly pronouncement, to revelation as the 
great miracle which accounts for all otherwise un- 
accountable convictions in our lives. 

But such a view is challenged. Many philosophers 
tell us that the laws in our memory which we must 
bring to bear on ever new experiences are intuitions 
or reminiscences derived from a sphere of existence 
non-temporal and non-spatial in character. They 
ask us to dig deeply down into our inner life where 
we will find them recorded as the great intuitions 
of a transcendent reason. The ultimate laws which 
we remember as citizens of another, intelligible 
world are not the detailed statutes we have devised 
for our lower stages of existence in space and time; 
but in a loftier region the soul has heard one or two or 
more great commandments; there it has seen the last 
and highest good or the whole host of glorious 
values; this vision it can never forget without for- 
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getting itself. By means of Socratic reminiscence, 
or through Kantian analysis, or by recollecting 
with Hartmann the direct vision of insubstantial 
yet subsistent values we are enabled to make explicit 
the transcendent moral laws; with these we then 
proceed into the daily world of work and strife, 
making our lesser statutes. 

Historians of culture, sociologists and genetic 
psychologists, on the other hand, look on the be- 
havior guided or judged by such laws, and regard 
them in their literal, habitual and institutional em- 
bodiments as thmgs existing in space and time. 
They search for origins not in the depths of per- 
sonal memory but rather in the retreating sequence 
of events in external history. They note how these 
commandments are inscribed into the habits of 
children by the approvals and disapprovals of their 
elders and companions. They trace back to the 
history of nomadic tribes and to their conditions of 
life the moral laws of the Hebrews, to the urban, 
aesthetic, technical, aristocratic civilization of the 
Greeks the spiritual scale of values and knowledge 
of the good. Historians follow the genealogy of 
the noble utterances of the Sermon on the Mount 
to a Rabbinic, prophetic, and pre-prophedc an- 
cestry and find their individual differences due to 
life in the environment of an apocal}qitic hope. 
There is no need to account for these moral laws 
by reference to any miracle of revelation. So also 
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the kingdom-of-God ideals of modern Protestants 
may be traced to the social conditions of a late 
capitalistic time and of an early democratic en- 
thusiasm, as original Protestantism’s insistence on 
liberty and responsibility can be accounted for by 
Its connections with early capitalism and a late 
feudalism. It may be possible indeed to indulge 
the over-belief that behind the long and painful 
history of human moral laws there is some inclusive 
purpose, but we cannot know, since no first pur- 
pose comes into appearance but only the inter- 
minable and knotted chain of human purposings. 

It is not the task of a confessional theology to 
try to reconcile the differences of philosophers and 
sociologists, save as they are confessors, though one 
may venture to hazard the opinion that they are 
looking on the same process from divergent points 
of view and that strife is due to the confusion of 
views of the universal with universal views and to 
the totahtarian tendency which inclines us to be- 
heve that our outlook yields not only truth but 
all the truth there is. As for ourselves we cannot 
but accept the criticisms made of us by both groups 
when we refer our laws to special revelation. We 
recognize that they were written on our hearts 
apart from revelation and on our statute books 
without the aid of Scriptures. With Socrates we 
must do homage to them as laws of our society 
which nurtures us and which is to be obeyed more 
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reverently than parents are. We must agree with 
the prophets who always presupposed that Israel 
knew what was good, and with St. Paul who be- 
lieved that the Gentiles who knew not God had 
knowledge of his law in their conscience. Express- 
ing the idea in temporal terms we can say that our 
moral ideas and ideals in Western society had their 
origin in events and experiences which antedate the 
appearance and teaching of Jesus as well as of Moses 
and the prophets. Speaking more mystically or 
idealistically we confess that a knowledge of values 
and intuitions of duty come to us in visions which 
are not mediated by Jesus Christ in our history. If 
we make our self-analysis in social terms we must 
say that we achieve understanding of the require- 
ments of life through memberslup in other com- 
munities than the Christian church. In general, 
then, Kant seems to be right, we know an act to 
be our duty before we know it to be the will of 
God. Our standard creeds seem to be mistaken 
when they define knowledge of the moral law as 
part of revelation’s content. 

Yet this result leaves us unsatisfied. It is com- 
patible with the idea of revelanon as divine self- 
disclosure, but also with the idea of revelation as 
an unrelated and illusory element in life and with 
the substitution of a postulated for a revealed God. 
And neither of these alternatives represents what 
we mean in our confession. Kant’s analysis of his 
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moral consciousness does not represent the self- 
analysis of the Christian confessor. In the first place 
there is no way we know of deducmg the certainty 
of deity’s existence from the presence of the mord 
law in us. On this point Sidgwick seems more hon- 
est than the honest Kant. How can we reach the 
conclusion that there is a universal deity from the 
imperative of a moral law which we know— how- 
ever absolute it be for us— is affli cted with the rela- 
tivity of our historical reason, of our interest in 
the maintenance of selves and of our wishfulness 
for the preservation and victory of this particular 
individual or social self.^ Uncertamty about deity 
remains our lot when this approach is made. The 
deity we can deduce from moral law is no more 
absolute than that moral law and no more unified 
than we know it to be. Intimations of an existence 
beyond moral law we may have, but they are in- 
timations and a great yearning only. 

In the second place Kant’s analysis is not an ac- 
curate description of Christian experience in its 
suggestion that the recognition of the moral law 
as the will of God, or that revelation of the person 
behind the moral law, leaves the latter unchanged. 
It is in the change which comes upon moral law 
with revelation of the person of God in Jesus Christ 
that an indication is given of the way in which the 
definition of revelation in the creeds must be main- 
tained, yet the dualism between revelations of a 
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person and of his will overcome. In so far as our 
analysis of this change is accurate a test of the 
definition of revelation as the disclosure of God’s 
self will have been successfully met. 

The first change which the moral law imdergoes 
with the revelation of God’s person is in its impera- 
tiveness. When God reveals himself the moral law 
no longer states what we demand of ourselves in 
order that we may become what we ought to be; 
from this demand we can escape by asking why we 
ought to be anything else than we are. It no longer 
states what the best reason of the best men de- 
mands, a requirement which may also be evaded 
through our doubt of reason’s power and of the 
goodness of our best reasoners. Nor does it con- 
tinue to convey the demand of our society, which 
we can avoid by getting out of our society; now it 
is not just the decree of life from which we may 
take refuge in voluntary or involuntary death. 
Through the revelation of God the moral law is 
known as the demand of one from whom there is 
no flight, who respects no persons, and makes no 
exceptions, whose seriousness of purpose will not 
suffer that his work be destroyed by the evasions 
and transgressions of this pitiful, anarchic creature 
who sets up his little kingdoms in rebellion against 
God’s sovereignty, and proclaims ever new Mes- 
siahs to lead him to new disasters in the name of 
his own righteousness. Transgressions of our law 
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no longer appear as acts which go against the grain 
of our nature, or of our social, or biological life; 
to be sure they do all these things, but primarily 
they go against the gram of the universe. Trans- 
gressions do not merely break the law of conscience 
or of our society or even of life, but the law of 
the beginner and perfecter of all that is. They do 
not merely violate the soul and body of the self 
or its community, they do violence to the body of 
God, It is his son who is slain by our iniquity. 
There is no escape from the judgment of that trans- 
gression or from the necessity of making good that 
violation through any hope of forgetfulness on his 
part or through a death which would remove us 
from his sphere. The imperative behind the law is 
the imperative of the faithful, earnest, never-rest- 
ing, eternal self. As the prophets did not declare 
to Israel a new morality but directed attention to 
the eternal imperative behind a nomadic morality, 
so Jesus Christ gives us, first of all, no new ethics 
but reveals the lawgiver whose implacable will for 
the completion and redemption of his creation does 
not allow even his most well beloved son to exempt 
himself from the suffering necessary to that end. 
The righteousness of God which is revealed in 
Jesus Christ is the eternal earnestness of a personal 
God. 

The moral law is changed, furthermore, by the 
revelation of God’s self in that its evermore ex- 
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tensive and intensive application becomes necessary. 
There is no possibility now of so confimng the law 
to a people that duty to the neighbor is duty to a 
blood-brother only, or that an exphcit act is more 
subject to ethical judgment than the implicit move- 
ments which occur within the privacy of the indi- 
vidual organism, in the brain, in the body. Nor can 
the will of God be mterpreted so that it applies 
within a world of rational beings and not in the 
world of the unrational, so that men must be treated 
as ends because they are reasonable but non-human 
life may be violated in the service of human ends. 
Sparrows and sheep and lilies belong within the 
network of moral relations when God reveals him- 
self; now every killing is a sacrifice. The line can- 
not even be drawn at the boundaries of life; the cul- 
ture of the earth as a garden of the Lord and 
reverence for the stars as creatures of his intelli- 
gence belong to the demands of the universal will. 
There is no possibility now of restricting moral 
obedience to the circle of the good, so that we love 
those who love us or who share our principles and 
do no harm to our values. Loyalty to the soul of the 
enemy, not only of our life but of our higher 
goods, becomes imperative when God, not life or 
reason or moral value, issues the commandment. 
In time as in space and social relations the moral 
law that is a law of God is extended and intensified. 
It is the law of a living contemporary being, new 
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in every new moment and therefore forever chang- 
ing in its specific form. No merely traditional way 
of doing things is right m the presence of the living 
authority. What is commanded by God is com- 
manded anew in every new moment for that mo- 
ment, though the faithfulness of the will binds all 
the moments together and gives abiding direcaon 
anud the novelties of changing days. 

When our moral law is universalized and in- 
tensified in this fashion it is reborn. The limitations 
which circumscribed our law as Hebrews are over- 
come, and the barriers are shattered which confined 
our ethical requirements and possibilities as Greeks 
to men of intellectual reason and gave it an academi- 
cally aristocratic character. So also this revelation 
must erase the boundaries of all the successive 
moralities, of Christendom as of Jewry and pagan- 
ism. When God becomes the will behind the moral 
law a great process of levelling takes place, all the 
mountains are brought low and the valleys are all 
exalted. A revolutionary transvaluation occurs not 
in addition to the personal revelation but because 
of it. It may be better to say that a restoration is 
begun, for in the presence of the person we recog- 
nize that the moral law, as we had entertained it, 
was always a corrupted thing, that there never was 
in our conscience, in our philosophies, or on our 
statute books a law which was not in the service of 
some deity. No matter what standard of measure- 
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ment we employed— whether that of perfection, 
or that of pleasure— or what intuition of benevo- 
lence or prudence we used, we used these laws and 
measures as interested men, who served a creature 
rather than the creator. If we used pleasure as our 
standard for measuring the good, it was our pleas- 
ure or my pleasure which was preferred. If it was 
perfection, then it was our perfection; if prudence 
was our law it was a prudence in the service of a 
larger or a smaller self, and if benevolence was our 
intuition, it was a benevolence for those of our 
own kind, from whom we might expect some re- 
turn of our kindness. We were and are unable to 
achieve the single-mindedness of impersonal sci- 
ence in our moral thinking and acting not because 
we could and can not be impersonal here but 
because we would and will not look at things from 
the viewpoint of a universal person. It is always an 
interested morahty, a wishful and idolatrous and 
corrupted one which we employ apart from 
God. 

This great corruption of our values, standards 
and our moral laws is made most evident by a reve- 
lation in which we know ourselves as we are 
known. Revelation points the moral law at us, say- 
ing, “Thou art the man.” In this light we know 
that we have used the law in service of self and in 
this use always corrupted it. We pride ourselves, 
as Jews, Greeks, Christians, democrats, socialists 
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or nationalists upon our moral law, as though it 
were a thing that could be possessed otherwise than 
in act. We justify ourselves before men as churches 
and as other groups because of the nobility of our 
ideals. We disguise our transgressions by a vast 
self-deceit, and when the law too obviously dis- 
agrees with our wishes and vices we correct it, 
inventing new moralities, designed not to make 
possible the performance of our duty but its eva- 
sion. Then we call our greed the sacred right of 
liberty, our covetousness liberation from slavery, 
our economic warfare peace, our sentimentalities 
love, our callousness scientific attitude, our isola- 
tion love of peace, our wars crusades, our unwill- 
ingness to accept responsibility monasticism, our 
compromises churchmanship. And our workaday 
self-justification and self-deception is given aca- 
demic rationalization in theological and philosophi- 
cal treatises bearing the titles of “Christian Ethics” 
and “Moral Philosophy.” In the light of revelation 
we discern the elevation and the degradation of our 
moral laws. Revelation of the person, then, is not 
revelation of the law but of the law’s sin and so a 
criticism of the law as well as its validation. 

Of the greatest change which comes upon the 
law through God’s revelation in Jesus Christ we 
must say very little though it is the greatest change. 
The conversion of the imperative into an indicative 
and of the law whose content is love into a free love 
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of God and man is the possibility which we see 
through revelation. Even more than in the case of 
the other aspects of the reborn law we discern this 
feature as a potentiality rather than as actuality, as 
a promise of what the law shall be for us when the 
great travail of historic life is past. Yet the discern- 
ment of the promise is the beginning of a new 
understanding of the law and the beginning of a 
new hfe. 

So the revelation of the person may be said to in- 
volve the republication of the moral law. But what 
is republished is an original edition that had been 
hopelessly corrupted by a multitude of wretched 
translators and conceited scholars of whom we 
Christians doubtless are the worst. It is better, how- 
ever, to dismiss the old parable of republication 
which the Deists and Supematuralists of static so- 
cieties have used and abused so long. The original 
edition of the moral law is not handed to us in 
definitive form through any act of revelation. Let 
us rather say that when the lawgiver is revealed 
with his intentions the reasoning heart is granted 
the rudiments of a scholarly equipment by means 
of which, with much pain and labor, it may 
through all its history work at the restoration of 
the fundamental text. That this reason will often 
be led astray by evil imaginations and that it will 
introduce new corruptions is also certain in the 
light of a revelation which shows up man’s sinful 



172 THE MEANING OF REVELATION 

self even as it discloses the personal goodness of 
God. 

In this sense a revelation which is primarily self- 
disclosure includes knowledge of “divine decrees” 
or of the will of God. The latter is not an immedi- 
ate content of revelation as though God imparted 
to men, apart from their reasoning, new impera- 
tives or moral truths otherwise unknown. In loose 
usage we may extend the term revelation to cover 
the reconstruction of the moral law but if we 
would speak accurately we must say that revela- 
tion is the beginning of a revolutionary under- 
standing and application of the moral law rather 
than the giving of a new law. 

What is true of ethics is true also of the opinions 
men hold about the world of nature and about 
history. Revelation imparts no new beliefs about 
natural or historical facts, it does involve the radi- 
cal reconstruction of all our behefs, since these 
always reflect both human provincialism and con- 
cern for self with its idols as well as objective 
knowledge. The story of the creation in six days 
is not a part of revelation, yet the account in 
Genesis, with its dominant interest in God and 
its partial displacement of man from the central 
place in the drama of becoming, represents at least 
the partial reconstruction of ancient beliefs in con- 
sequence of revelation. The reconstruction was 
not complete, for the revolution faith brings to 
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belief is also permanent. It proceeds in many ways, 
on many different levels. 

Faith m the person who creates the self, with 
all its world, relieves the mind of the pagan neces- 
sity of maintaining human worth by means of 
imaginations which magnify the glory of man. 
When the creator is revealed it is no longer neces- 
sary to defend man’s place by a reading of history 
which establishes his superiority to all other crea- 
tures. To be a man does not now mean to be a lord 
of the beasts but a child of God. To know the per- 
son is to lose all sense of shame because of kinship 
with the clod and the ape. The mind is freed to 
pursue its knowledge of the external world dis- 
interestedly not by the conviction that nothing 
matters, that everything is impersonal and valueless, 
but by the faith that nothing God has made is mean 
or unclean. Hence any failure of Christians to de- 
velop a scientific knowledge of the world is not an 
indication of their loyalty to the revealed God but 
of their unbelief. A genuinely disinterested science 
may be one of the greatest affirmations of faith and 
all the greater because it is so unconscious of what 
it is doing in this way. Resistance to new knowledge 
about our earthly home and the journey of life is 
never an indication of faith in the revealed God but 
almost always an indication that our sense of life’s 
worth rests on the uncertain foundations of confi- 
dence in our humanity, our society, or some other 
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evanescent idol. But this is not to say that new 
opinions about the nature of the world can in any 
sense be called revelation. The idea of an emergent 
evolution may be developed by a mind freed from 
the necessities of defending the place of man in 
nature. But in itself it is no more compatible with 
the revelation of the person of God than any other 
idea. The only question we can raise about such 
opinions is whether or not they are true to the 
course of events as we see them without fear or 
passion. And deliverance from fear and passion 
does not come to us through the knowledge of 
nature without the knowledge of God. 

The situation is not different when we deal with 
opinions about the way in which our Christian 
community or Jesus Christ were bom after the 
flesh and about their histories. Revelation of the 
person of God through Jesus Christ does not in- 
clude the communication of the propositions that 
Jesus was bom of a Virgin, that the Scriptures are 
inerrant, and that history is catastrophic. It does 
make necessary a transformation of the opimon that 
Jesus was only a carpenter’s son, or an illegitimate 
child as some Jews asserted, that the Bible is another 
book like all the others that men write, and that 
human history is just another cycle of seasons. Rev- 
elation requires us to read the story of Jesus’ birth 
like the story of life’s beginnings, with God in the 
center of the story. It is his action we are attending 
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to. But when we have conceived faith in him, or 
rather when by his revelation of himself he brings 
forth faith in us, we are freed from the necessity of 
putting our confidence in a natural miracle of birth, 
or a natural miracle of authorship. We are set free 
to trace the external course of events without fear 
or passion just because we have been given confi- 
dence in the author of those events. Here we verge 
once more on the problem of the relations of the 
external to the internal view which cannot be pur- 
sued in this connection. This, however, seems to be 
the consequence of the revelation of the person- 
truth is transformed and the search for continuous 
relations in the world which contemplative reason 
views is expedited and liberated. The pure reason 
does not need to be limited in order that room be 
made for faith, but faith emancipates the pure rea- 
son from the necessity of defending and guarding 
the interests of selves, which are now found to be 
established and gfuarded, not by nature, but by the 
God of revelation whose garment nature is. 

III. Hianan Value and the God of Revelation 

Now the second set of difficulties which our 
definition of revelation must encounter rise to view. 
It cannot be enough to say that in revelation we 
meet the divine self, for if this meeting is pure 
immediacy which does not provide us with truths 
about God it would remain incommunicable and 
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unable to provide the reasoning heart with princi- 
ples of understanding. A social mysticism may be 
ineffable in the language of another society but 
wholly ineffable it cannot be if it is social. More- 
over, the confession of faith in the revealed self, as 
our God, implies some previous knowledge of what 
deity is; otherwise the God of revelation could not 
be recognized as God. In the third place, it appears 
that we have religious knowledge apart from reve- 
lation in our history since we can speak about God 
with members of non-Christian communities, not 
only with Jews whose memories we largely have 
made our own but with Mohammedans and Hin- 
dus, using words which appear to have some com- 
mon meaning. Hence we must ask ourselves 
whether revelation of God himself in Jesus Christ 
is really our first principle, the starting point of our 
thinking and of our worship, or whether there is 
not a natural knowledge of God prior, in time and 
in the logic of our hearts, to revelation. This is an 
ancient puzzle for Christians and its solution has 
not been aided by the use of rival theories for de- 
fense and attack in the conflict between a mundane 
church and the world, in the wars of religion and 
in the strife of parties in the Christian community. 

Confessional theology must approach the prob- 
lem with the resolution to restrain its desire to 
prove the superiority of Christianity to other re- 
ligions or of a Christian theology to philosophy by 
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pointing to the church’s possession of revelation. 
The revelation of God is not a possession but an 
event, which happens over and over again when 
we remember the illuminating center of our his- 
tory. What we can possess is the memory of Jesus 
Christ, but what happens to us through that mem- 
ory we cannot possess. What is more important, 
revelation turns against the self which would de- 
fend Itself; it is the happenmg which leaves the men 
to whom it happens without excuse. Hence we 
must approach the subject as confessors and say as 
honestly as we can how revelation seems to be 
related to our other knowledge of God. 

It is true that we find religion in our whole his- 
tory and life as we find moral law. We discover in 
ourselves many beliefs and postulates about the 
sources and the goals of our life. Our memory is 
filled with arguments for the existence of a deity 
which do not seem directly connected with the 
memory of Jesus Christ and which have their ex- 
ternal embodiment not in Scriptures but in another 
literature. Plato’s Form of the Good, Aristotle’s 
unmoved mover, and the Stoic Kosmos and Logos 
are in our minds as ideas about the world which 
unite with our immediate experiences giving them 
form. There are older, more primitive, images in 
our memory. It may be that they come out of some 
racial unconsciousness and have their visible coun- 
terpart somewhere in the physiological structure; 
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or it may be that they are embodied in a never 
wholly suppressed primitive literature, in hidden 
monuments, m the veiled allusions which even the 
incarnations of nobler ideas— even the Scriptures— 
contain, or in the common language whose symbols 
retain, despite their frequent conversion, elements 
of primitive thought. Such religious words as 
“sacrifice,” “propitiation,” “regeneration,” “Holy 
Ghost,” “spiritual,” “love,” “fellowship,” and the 
like symbolize still, though in suppressed form, 
images, ideas and experiences out of a primitive 
past. In our desiring nature also there are questing 
movements that make use of these high and low, 
these abstract and concrete imaginations. We yearn 
after a companionship in which our value as selves 
will be recognized, after beings which will save us 
from the ignominy of personal and communal de- 
feat. In the presence of an apparently indifferent 
nature we seek to maintain the world of our hopes 
by calling to our aid forces which are able to master 
nature as we are not able to do. We desire that the 
values which we cherish in embodied form— loved 
companions, children, nations, and cultures— be 
given a guarantee of continued existence which we 
cannot give, and that the realization of unrealized 
ideals of truth, beauty and goodness be insured by 
a power and purpose more continuous than our 
own. We feel within ourselves the tremor and awe 
that intimate the presence of beings different in 



THE DEITY OF GOD 


179 

power and character from those we meet in too 
familiar surroundings. When nature, become too 
familiar, can no longer cast the spell of the numi- 
nous on us, when the pageantry and power of so- 
cieties has revealed itself as hollow show or as 
destructive demonry, we seek emancipation from 
the sense of the barren waste of life in music and in 
color. We attend the places of ofEcial worship to 
let the symbols of an ancient faith work on us, we 
know not how. Adoration, prayer, thanksgiving, 
intercession— these are our daily rites. From these 
experiences of ours we turn back to the images of 
mind and heart, to the abstract ideas of our phi- 
losophies, seeking to understand our natural re- 
ligion. 

Philosophers of the inner life analyze for us these 
ideas and desires and sometimes seek to justify them 
to us. They show us how we cannot think at all 
about our world save as something with a begin- 
ning and end, a cosmos issuing from a sufficient rea- 
son and tending toward a sufficient goal. When 
they take seriously our sense of values and of moral 
law they include for us in the sufficient cause a 
source of value, and in the end a being who unites 
worthiness to exist with existence. Back of all other 
arguments for the existence of a deity, they indi- 
cate, there lies the importunate demand of the prac- 
tical reason for a reality which will conserve selves 
with their values, be these other selves, or imper- 
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sonal and abstract goods such as beauty, truth and 
goodness. If the life of selves with their devotion to 
ends worthy of selves is real, then there ought to 
be a deity, and what his nature ought to be can also 
be described. In order that all the other values, all 
the little gods for whom men live, may be insured 
against mortality there ought to be a Juppitter 
Optivms Maximus. In order that our lives may not 
be mistaken quests after phantom goods this deity 
ought to be one, eternal, omnipresent, omnipotent, 
immutable, immense, incomprehensible, without 
body, parts or passions. 

From another point of view psychologists, his- 
torians and sociologists regard our religious be- 
havior and undertake to show us its nature and its 
sources. These numinous feelings are of the same 
sort that men experience in all frustrations. The 
projections into the world of purposes and animae 
are characteristic of primitive metaphysics and 
naive science. Propitiatory and atoning rites have 
their source in fear and in primitive conceptions of 
the nature of blood and life. Sex and hunger have 
left their marks on every expression of faith. By and 
large, religion has its source in human nature and 
it is necessary to study man if we would know his 
gods. In large part our natural religion arises out 
of our social effort to keep in check the anarchic, 
individualistic, centrifugal tendencies in society. 
Its archaic language indicates its conservative social 
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function and its conceptions reflect the social in- 
terest. Heavenly kings are the imaginative counter- 
parts of earthly rulers and divine law is the projec- 
tion of social custom, the distmctions between 
castes and groups are referred to supernatural ori- 
gins in order that they may be mamtained on earth. 
Back of all these natural faiths lies the fear of death, 
of loss of goods and the desire for self-maintenance 
and extension. Man conceives and brings forth the 
gods in his own image m order that his image of 
himself may be protected. Religion is the great self- 
defense of man against natural and social change; 
but its defensive use sometimes calls for offensive 
tactics, as when it is employed to drug a man’s or 
a group’s human opponents with promises of after- 
life and bliss. 

As in the case of ethics we need to accept both 
accounts of the relations of our religious beliefs to 
subjective and objective factors, though with the 
recognition that each envisions limited aspects of 
experience and reality and also with the elimination 
of all totalitarian “nothing-but” phrases. In either 
case our thoughts about deity’s nature do not need 
to be referred to a source in special revelation. 
Though they cannot therefore be regarded as non- 
historical and simply rational, our ideas of the good- 
ness, omnipotence and eternity of deity represent 
the demand of our Western, Hellenized, human 
reason and come to us in social memories which are 
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not connected with the name of and life of Christ. 

This general result is compauble with the con- 
clusion that revelation means divine self -disclosure 
rather than commumcation of truths about God. 
But it would also be compatible with the conclusion 
that such ideas are enough, that revelation is un- 
necessary and illusory, and that if it does occur in 
Christian history it is so empty as to be meamngless 
for aU moments of life save the one in which it 
occurs. And this is not what we mean. Despite all 
difficulties that we have in speakmg of it, revelation 
does not mean for us somethmg we can do without 
or something that is incommunicable. It is true that 
revelation is not the commumcation of new truths 
and the supplanting of our natural religion by a 
supernatural one. But it is the fulfillment and the 
radical reconstrucuon of our natural knowledge 
about deity through the revelation of one whom 
Jesus Christ called “Father.” All thought about 
deity now undergoes a metamorphosis. Revelation 
is not a development of our rehgious ideas but their 
continuous conversion. God’s self-disclosure is that 
permanent revolution in our religious hfe by which 
all religious truths are painfully transformed and all 
religious behavior transfigured by repentance and 
new faith. It is revolutionary since it makes a new 
beginning and puts an end to the old development; 
it is permanent revolution since it can never come 
to an end in time in such a way that an irrefrangible 
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knowledge about God becomes the possession of 
an individual or a group. Life in the presence of 
revelation in this respect as in all others is not lived 
before or after but 111 the midst of a great revolution. 

How revelation is revolution m religious knowl- 
edge may be indicated by reference to the ideas we 
have about divine unity, reality and especially good- 
ness. The umty of deity which we anticipated in 
our hypotheses about deity is realized in the revela- 
tion of God in Christ. Beyond the many and con- 
ditioned beings for which and among which we 
lived, beyond eternal objects and ideas we have 
learned to posit one unconditioned being. We 
thought about a single prmciple which might serve 
as the source of the unities we find in our experi- 
ence. But though the Father of our Lord Jesus 
Christ met that expectation he fulfilled it in another 
manner than we anticipated, and made necessary 
a change in all our thinking about the unity of the 
world. He met us not as the one beyond the many 
but as the one who acts in and through all things, 
not as the unconditioned but as the conditioner. 
The oneness of the person was the oneness of a will 
directed towards umty of all things in our world. 
He was no Jupiter beyond the lesser gods but the 
enemy of these, who revealed in our efforts to find 
him through them a worship of idols and demons. By 
that revelation we discern how into all our thought 
about his unity we imported the idea of such special 
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unity as we had in ourselves. He was the apex of a 
pyramid that we built on earthly foundations ac- 
cording to our own design, so that the hierarchy of 
heaven and earth was conceived in the image of our 
own nature or of our society’s. But the Father of 
Jesus Christ does not bear the image of our unity, 
through him we see our disorder and our lack of 
unity and through him find umty flowing into our 
world in another manner than we desired. For him 
our last things are first and our first things last. As 
the one person in our history he demands further- 
more of us not the stanc unity of established order 
but the umty of life aspiring toward and impelled 
by an infiiiite purpose. This is not the one in whom 
we come to rest but the one through whom life 
comes to us. He is the one who ties all our world 
together by meeting us in every event and requiring 
us to think his thoughts after him in every moment. 
God who comes to man in Jesus Christ is one, as 
the deity of our religious imagination is one, but he 
demands the reformation of every particular idea of 
unity we have, and the making of a new beginning 
in our effort to understand his nature. The doctrine 
of the Trinity is no satisfactory or final formulation 
of this understanding, but it is more satisfactory 
than all the ancient and the modem pantheons 
wherein we ascend beyond the many gods or values 
to someone who is limited by them. The unity of 
the God who appears as Father, Son and Holy 
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Spirit is not the unity which we conceive as the 
common source and spirit of beauty, truth and 
goodness, especially not as we conceive truth, 
beauty and goodness in our own image. And so the 
oneness which the God of Jesus Christ demands in 
us is not the integration of our purposes and values 
but our integrity, singleness of mind and purity of 
heart. 

Revelation is no less the revolution in our thought 
about divine power. In order that any being may 
qualify as a deity before the bar of religious reason 
it must be good, but it must also be powerful 
There may be beings we can adore for their good- 
ness which are as powerless as the self-subsistent 
values and the eternal objects of modem philoso- 
phy. But what is powerless cannot have the charac- 
ter of deity; it cannot be counted upon, trusted in; 
to it no prayers ascend. When goodness and power 
fall apart and when we have no confidence in the 
power of the good or in the good of power our 
religion turns to magic— to the exercise of our own 
power whose goodness we do not doubt. Our ado- 
ration then may be directed to eternal values but our 
petitions descend upon congressmen and senators, 
who both exercise power and can be moved. Deity, 
whatever else it must be to be deity, must be power- 
ful in its goodness as well as good in its power. 
When deity is reduced to an idea in our minds or 
to an ideal of the future which alone is good, then 
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man logically turns to self-worship and to invoca- 
tions addressed to his own will. When man notes 
his inability to live by his own power and the power 
of everything that is against him becomes manifest, 
he may be led to trust in the goodness of that which 
is most evidently powerful. He may come to a Stoic 
resignation to the world, to the last system of forces 
he can imagine, to that vast conspiracy of natural 
powers which surround him and have him at their 
mercy. He has his bitter moments when he is 
tempted to Promethean rebellions against things as 
they are. But this world, nature, fate, the historic 
process— whatever it be called— is real and he who 
resigns himself to it has the consolation of knowing 
that he is no longer fooling himself with imagina- 
tions and fashioning deities out of his wishful think- 
ing. In any case the thought of deity and the 
thought of power are inseparable. Deity must be 
strong if it is to be deity. 

We meet the God of Jesus Christ with the ex- 
pectations of such power. If his power be less than 
that of the world and he be at the mercy of the 
world, of nature, fate and death, how shall we 
recognize him as God? Yet we do not meet this 
God, he comes to us through and in our human 
history, fulfilling and destroying our expectations 
of power. His reality and power is the reality and 
power of the world. He is the one to whom Jesus 
prays as the Lord of Heaven and Earth; he is the 
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descending rain and the shining sun, careless of the 
distinctions which men make between the good and 
evil. The God to whom Jesus is obedient to death 
is the life-giving and death-dealing power. And yet 
how strangely we must revise in the hght of Jesus 
Christ all our ideas of what is really strong in this 
powerful world. The power of God is made mani- 
fest in the weakness of Jesus, in the meek and dying 
life which through death is raised to power. We see 
the power of God over the strong of earth made 
evident not in the fact that he slays them, but in his 
making the spirit of the slain Jesus unconquerable. 
Death is not the manifestation of power; there is a 
power behind and in the power of death which is 
stronger than death. We cannot come to the end of 
the road of our rethinking the ideas of power and 
omnipotence. We thought that we knew their 
meaning and find we did not know and do not 
know now, save that the omnipotence of God is 
not like the power of the world which is in his 
power. His power is made perfect in weakness and 
he exercises sovereignty more through crosses than 
through thrones. So with revelation we must begin 
to relink all ideas about deity. We cannot help 
ourselves. We must make a new beginning in our 
thought as in our action. Revelation is the begin- 
ning of a revolution in our power thinking and our 
power politics. 

Finally we know as members of the common 
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human community that deity must be good. We 
can achieve no Stoic resignation to the world, nor 
stake the meaning of our hfe on our devotion to a 
national cause, unless we can persuade ourselves 
that the strong reality is also worthy of loyalty. 
Whatever else deity may be in philosophical defini- 
tion or in practical worship it must be value. The 
word God is a value term like the word friend. 
Each of these symbols represents a combination of 
value and being. We would not use the word 
God at all if all we meant were designated by the 
word good, but neither would we use it if we 
meant only power. To say that God and faith be- 
long together is to maintain that no power could be 
apprehended as God save as its value were made 
mamfest. Now the goodness we expect of deity is 
both intrinsic and instrumental. The gods of human 
devotion are in part beings who are adored for their 
own sakes and in part those to whom appeal is made 
for the protection and nurture of other intrinsic 
goods. In general our religion, official and unofficial, 
indicates its tendency toward polytheism bv direct- 
ing its worship to one set of beings and its prayers 
to another. We adore and worship that for the sake 
of which we live; we pray to that which is able to 
preserve the beings we adore. If deity is one it needs 
to combine with power an adorable and a minister- 
ing goodness. 
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It is with such demands that we enter into the 
moment of revelation. The God who reveals him- 
self in Jesus Christ meets no unresponsive will but 
the living spirit of men in search of all good. And 
he fulfills our need. Here is the one for whose sake 
all hfe and every life is worth living, even lives that 
seem bereft of beauty, of truth and of goodness. 
The glimpse of his great glory in the face of Jesus 
Christ, its reflections in the darkened mirrors of the 
saints’ adorations intimate a God who is good be- 
yond all that IS good and fair beyond all fairness. 
Yet the goodness that shines upon us through the 
moment of revelation is not the glory or the good- 
ness we had expected in our thought about deity. 
The essential goodness of the Father of our Lord 
Jesus Christ is the simple everyday goodness of love 
—the value which belongs to a person rather the 
value we find in an idea or a pattern, it is the good- 
ness which exists as pure activity. He fulfills our 
expectation of the intrinsic good and yet this ador- 
able goodness differs from everything we had ex- 
pected, and puts our expectations to shame. We 
sought a good to love and were found by a good 
that loved us. And therewith all our religious ambi- 
tions are brought low, all our desires to be ministers 
of God are humbled; he is our minister. By that 
revelation we are convicted of having corrupted 
our religious life through our unquenchable desire 



1 90 THE MEANING OF REVELATION 

to keep ourselves with our love of our good in the 
center of the picture. Here is goodness that empties 
Itself, and makes itself of no reputation, a goodness 
that IS all outgoing, reserving nothing for itself, yet 
having all things. So we must begin to rethink all 
our definitions of deity and convert all our worship 
and our prayers. Revelation is not the development 
and not the elimination of our natural religion, it 
is the revolution of the religious life. 

Our thoughts also about the goods which deity 
sustains are caught up in the great turmoil of a trans- 
valuation. The self we loved is not the self God 
loves, the neighbors we did not prize are his treas- 
ures, the truth we ignored is the truth he maintains, 
the justice which we sought because it was our own 
is not the justice that his love desires. The righteous- 
ness he demands and gives is not our righteousness 
but greater and different. He requires of us the 
sacrifice of all we would conserve and grants us 
gifts we had not dreamed of— the forgiveness of our 
sins rather than our justification, repentance and 
sorrow for our transgressions rather than forgetful- 
ness, faith in him rather than confidence in our- 
selves, trust in his mercy rather than sight of his 
presence, instead of rest an ever recurrent torment 
that will not let os be content, instead of the peace 
and joy of the world, the hope of the world to 
come. He forces us to take our sorrows as a gift 
from him and to suspect our joys lest they be pur- 
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chased by the anguish of his son incarnate again in 
every neighbor. He ministers indeed to all our good 
but all our good is other than we thought. 

This conversion and permanent revolution of 
our human religion through Jesus Christ is what we 
mean by revelation. Whatever other men may say 
we can only confess, as men who live in history, 
that through our history a compulsion has been 
placed upon us and a new beginning offered us 
which we cannot evade. We must say with St. 
Augustine; “Walk by him the man and thou 
comest to God. By him thou goest, to him thou 
goest. Look not for any way except himself by 
which to come to him. For if he had not vouchsafed 
to be the way we should all have gone astray. 
Therefore he became the way by which thou 
shouldest come. 7 do not say to thee, seek the way. 
The way itself is come to thee: arise and walk.” 
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